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ABSTRACT 

 

The East Texas Oil Boom was a major event in Texas history that elevated the oil 

industry in Texas to new levels. It brought new jobs, and a new style of work and living 

to the state. The boom attracted businessmen such as H. L. Hunt and Clint Murchison. H. 

L. Hunt was a prominent figure in the East Texas Oil Boom, who established a 

multifaceted corporation and influenced statewide legislation for hot oil and proration. 

Hunt, who chose to make money at any cost, was often viewed as untrustworthy and 

deceptive but his business practices were lucrative, and he brought in millions in his 

lifetime. Although Hunt fought for legislation to regulate hot oil production, he also 

became one of the highest producers of hot oil in East Texas. Hunt was a businessman 

who sought money and power in any way he could find it. While he was a prominent 

figure in the East Texas oil boom he has many secrets and stories that will show the 

public eye that he was a deceptive and manipulative person. This thesis capstone project 

exhibit produced for the East Texas Oil Museum, provides an opportunity as a public 

historian to interpret Hunt’s role in the East Texas oil boom while demonstrating the best 

practices of exhibit research, development, and design. 
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INTRODUCTION 

H. L. Hunt positively influenced the Texas oil industry by lobbying for legislation 

on proration and hot oil. He worked to change the traditional twelve-hour workday used 

on oil rigs to employ more people and continuously looked for the next addition to his 

companies. This thesis argues why the business practices that Hunt took part in helped to 

influence the Texas oil industry. This thesis used the knowledge and understanding of a 

public historian to thoroughly research and understand Hunt. This thesis demonstrates 

how my role as a public historian using historical interpretation to plan and fabricate the 

exhibit on H.L. Hunt for the East Texas Oil Museum. 

In this thesis project, H. L. Hunt’s business practices will be interpreted and 

introduced into the exhibit. The main reason for this to be the sole subject is because the 

East Texas Oil Museum’s mission is to educate the public on the boom in East Texas and 

what life was like during the boom. When looking at creating the exhibit it was clear that 

it needed to focus on Hunt’s contributions to the East Texas Oil Boom, but to fully 

understand his role and how it contributed to the Texas oil industry one has to understand 

his early life and how he became who he was.  

Using the objects that the East Texas Oil Museum has in its collection, I was able 

to use them to interpret his early life and how he became “Hunt, the oil businessman” 

who owned a major corporation. This thesis project will introduce the public to Hunt’s 
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early days and then how he came to be in East Texas and how he ran his businesses 

through 1940.  

In this thesis project, the background research provides the context of the Texas 

oil industry’s beginnings and how prominent the boom in East Texas was in establishing 

a major Texas natural resource. It will show how important oil in Texas is and how it 

helped to create money, resources, and national prominence in a time when people were 

struggling to make ends meet during the Great Depression and then during World War II. 

East Texas during the boom yielded the nation’s highest amount of oil in the 1930s and 

1940s. 

This project focuses on Hunt’s time in East Texas and how he ran his businesses. 

From his early years in El Dorado, Arkansas oil boom Hunt learned valuable lessons well 

as regulations and spacing. He started with one business that he created to produce oil 

wells and by the end of the boom he ran every part of oil production from the ground to 

the consumer on his own with his four main companies that he held under his umbrella 

company H. L. Hunt Inc. Hunt’s ability to drill for oil, move his own oil and refine his 

own oil left more money in his pockets and less being spent with other companies.  

As a public historian, my main role is to make history accessible and available to 

the public. This is what sets a public historian apart, the abliltiy to interpreate the 

information clearly for the public in a way they will understand by having a quality 

understanding of the historical method. A great way to do this is to be able to plan and 

fabricate exhibits in history museums. As a public historian, you are taught to do sound 
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historical research, you’re taught how to historically interpret the research that you have 

conducted, and you are taught ways in which you can bring this research and information 

to the public. This project allows me to use these skills by researching who Hunt was and 

what he did in the East Texas oil boom. It allowed me to create an exhibit that interpreted 

this historical information accurately and in a way that the public will enjoy and learn 

from. In this project, I was able to take the information from my research and turn it into 

a historically interpreted exhibit that showed who Hunt was and why his contributions to 

the East Texas oil boom were such a prominent and important piece of the history of the 

Texas oil industry.  
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CHAPTER 1 

The Impact of H. L. Hunt on the Texas Oil Industry 

H. L. Hunt positively influenced the Texas oil industry by lobbying for legislation 

on proration and hot oil. He worked to change the traditional twelve-hour workday used 

on oil rigs to employ more people and continuously looked for the next addition to his 

companies. This chapter argues why Hunt’s business practices influenced the Texas oil 

industry. In order to better understand how Hunt's business practices in East Texas shaped 

the Texas oil industry, one needs to understand the oil industry in the United States, 

especially in Texas, before the 1930 boom. 

The oil industry in the United States changed on August 27, 1859, when Edwin 

Drake discovered oil in Titusville, Pennsylvania. The well only brought in a small 

amount that it only oozed. It was not the typical gusher. Once Drake discovered the oil, 

people saw a new chance for change and industrialization in America. Brian Black and 

Marcy Ladson wrote, “The oil boom of the 1860s offered a new model of 

industrialization, which combined the allure of gold with the industrial applications of a 

mineral resource.”1 Titusville changed how people viewed the use of natural resources 

and created an explosion of men wanting to discover other uses for rock oil.2  

 
1 Brian Black and Marcy Ladson, “Oil at 150: Energy Past and Future in Pennsylvania," Pennsylvania 

Legacies 10, no. 1 (2010), 8, https://doi.org/10.5215/pennlega.10.1.6. 
2 To see more about the Drake discovery, See Ernest C, Miller, “Pennsylvania’s Petroleum Industry,” 

Pennsylvania History: A Journal of Mid-Atlantic Studies 49, no. 3 (1982): 201–17, 

 

https://doi.org/10.5215/pennlega.10.1.6
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Around the same time as Edwin Drake made his discovery in Pennsylvania, Lyne T. 

Barret discovered oil in Oil Springs, Texas, in 1859; the discovery was left alone until 

September 12, 1866.3 Barret’s discovery led to some local interest in oil, but nothing 

compared to what was happening in Pennsylvania at the time. In the 1890s, a company 

hired by the town of Corsicana, Texas, happened to discover a pocket of oil accidentally 

while drilling for water for the town. The oil was sent off to Standard Oil, tested by its 

team, and determined to be high-quality. Standard Oil, up until this point, had no need to 

be involved in the oil industry in Texas.4  

In its early stages, the oil industry was rough and rugged. It needed to be polished 

and structured to regulate its production. J. N. Camden and John C. Welch wrote, “In 

such a condition of affairs, the state of the oil industry was deplorable, from a business 

standpoint.”5 According to Camden and Welch participation in the oil business could 

tarnish a man’s reputation. At this point, the oil industry lacked any major plans or 

factories for refining; the oil was being produced and used mainly in the raw form. 

On January 11, 1901, the news had been broadcasted in newspapers across the 

state, nation, and world. The Galveston Daily News, The New York Times, and The Dallas 

 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/27772839; Brian Black, “Oil Creek as Industrial Apparatus: Re-Creating the 

Industrial Process through the Landscape of Pennsylvania's Oil Boom." Environmental History 3, no. 2 

(1998), 210–229, https://doi.org/10.2307/3985380; Daniel Yergin, The Prize: The Epic Quest for Oil, 

Money & Power (New York: Free Press, 2009), 5-15. 
3 Diana Davids Hinton, Oil in Texas: The Gusher Age, 1895-1945 (Austin, TX: University of Texas Press, 

2013), 2-3. 
4 James Presley, A Saga of Wealth: The Rise of the Texas Oilmen (New York: Putnam, 1978), 33-36. 
5 J. N. Camden and John C. Welch, “The Standard Oil Company,” The North American Review (February 

1883),184, https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/25118243.pdf. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/27772839
https://doi.org/10.2307/3985380
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Times Herald broadcast the news of finding oil at Spindletop. The Spindletop gusher that 

began on January 10, 1901, resulted in thousands of people flocking to the Beaumont 

area to participate in this massive oil rush. Beaumont, Texas, did not see a decrease in 

interest or newcomers to the rush until the boom ended eight years later.6  

Beaumont’s location, which was only about twenty miles from the coast, allowed 

companies to ship the Texas oil faster and in larger quantities to national markets. Until 

the Spindletop discovery, companies had to have pipelines to move the oil to refineries 

and railroads; this was costly, and it took a lot of time to lay the pipelines. Standard Oil, 

at the time primarily based on the East Coast, had the resources to build and lay pipelines, 

which allowed it to control the East Coast. Until Spindletop, Standard Oil the nation’s 

single largest oil company, did not see the need to spend money and lay a pipeline in 

Texas because there had not been any major oil discoveries to justify the cost.7 The 

nearby coast made it far less expensive and faster to move oil, allowing Texan 

entrepreneurs such as Lucas and Higgins to cut out Standard Oil and other national 

competitors.  

The expansion of the oil industry in Texas was quickly changing; businessmen 

were doing all they could to be the next big oil producer. Due to Spindletop and the 

interest created around the boom and oil production in Texas, the industry had a 

 
6 Geraldine Watson “History of the Oil & Gas Industry,” National Park Service, U.S. Department of the 

Interior, accessed October 25, 2022, https://www.nps.gov/bith/learn/historyculture/oil-gas-industry.htm.  
7 Arthur M. Johnson, “The Early Texas Oil Industry: Pipelines and the Birth of an Integrated Oil Industry, 

1901-1911,” The Journal of Southern History 32, no. 4 (1966): 519, https://doi.org/10.2307/2204929. 

https://www.nps.gov/bith/learn/historyculture/oil-gas-industry.htm
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significant increase in companies being established. Some of the biggest oil companies of 

today, for instance, Texaco, Mobile, and Exxon, were established during the boom at 

Spindletop.8 By 1908, the State of Texas had several new refineries, an expansion to 

offshore rigs and refineries, and the beginning of the Houston ship channel, which was 

finished on September 7, 1914.9 

When looking at how Texas wildcatters, risk-taking businessmen, responded to 

the Spindletop gusher, one can see that Spindletop was a defining moment in the Texas 

oil industry and became a guide to oil exploration in Texas for years to come. The choices 

H.L. Hunt and his competitors made while in East Texas in the 1930s and 1940s reflected 

the Spindletop boom era.  

Haroldson Lafayette Hunt was influential in the Texas oil industry starting in 

1930 when he took a chance on finding oil in East Texas. Hunt was a conniving 

businessman who did whatever he had to do to make money and grow his exponential 

wealth. Hunt was one of the four most influential men in the Texas oil industry during the 

1930s and 1940s, alongside Hugh Roy Cullen, Sid Richardson, and Clint Murchison. 

These four men brought opportunities to people who had been dealing with the worst 

depression in American history.10 The choices that Hunt made in his early years led him 

 
8 “The Oil Wars.” Texas State Library and Archives Commission, accessed October 25, 2022, 

https://www.tsl.texas.gov/exhibits/railroad/oil/page1.html. 
9 Marilyn M. Sibley, “Houston Ship Channel” Handbook of Texas Online, 1976 accessed September 22, 

2023), https://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/entries/houston-ship-channel. 
10 Karen R. Merrill, “Texas Metropole: Oil, the American West, and U.S. Power in the Postwar Years,” 

Journal of American History 99, no. 1 (2012): 201-203, https://doi.org/10.1093/jahist/jas096.  

https://www.tsl.texas.gov/exhibits/railroad/oil/page1.html
https://doi.org/10.1093/jahist/jas096
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to where he was at the end of the boom in 1946, together their actions and Hunt’s in 

particular greatly affected how the Texas oil industry ran in the following decade. After 

World War II wildcatters were no longer considered as rough, rowdy, and untrustworthy. 

Hunt, Cullen, Richardson, and Murchison's influence during the 1930s and 1940s helped 

change the American people's image of the oil industry.11  

Hunt’s main goal while in East Texas was to gain control of the oil industry and 

become a major producer of oil. He was big on doing things himself and trying to make 

as much money as he could. During his time in East Texas he went from drilling oil and 

having to use other companies to move the oil and refine the oil to a self sufficient well 

rounded company. He took on the bussineess practices of people such as Henry Ford and 

Andrew Carnegie who wanted to monopolize the industry they were in and do everything 

themselves. This business practice is called vertical intergration. Vertical intergration is 

when a business takes and controls the production of a commodity in its entirety. Ford did 

this with his assembly line for building his automobile, Carnegie did this with the 

production of steel and Hunt did this in his production of oil in East Texas.  

Hunt started H. L. Hunt Company while in El Dorado, Arkansas and then when he 

was in East Texas he added a pipeline company, a drilling company and a refinery to his 

corporation. Hunt had wanted to save money by controlling his entire operation and in 

return this allowed him to bring in more money. Hunt’s use of verticle intergartion is a 

 
11 Camden and Welch, “The Standard Oil Company,” 184, and Karen R. Merrill, “Texas Metropole: Oil, the 

American West, and U.S. Power in the Postwar Years,” Journal of American History 99, no. 1 (2012), 201-

203, https://doi.org/10.1093/jahist/jas096. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/jahist/jas096
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major contributor to why Hunt was so profitable and instrumental in the East Texas oil 

boom.  

Hunt came from a humble background; one that he shed after he left home and 

made a name for himself in the oil industry. H. L. Hunt was born in Ramsey, Illinois, on 

February 17, 1889. Hunt was the youngest of eight children. They grew up on the family 

farm that produced corn and wheat. Although Hunt’s sisters and brothers attended school 

he never formally went to school. He was taught with old schoolbooks; his mother also 

read the local newspaper to him daily. According to his sister, H. L. Hunt could read by 

the age of two.12 In 1904, Hunt ran away from home at the young age of fifteen. He 

worked many odd jobs and traveled around the United States. Hunt played card games 

and gambled in the evenings to help fund his journey, Jerome Tuccille stated, “His 

memory for numbers was photographic.”13 These formative years prepared Hunt to begin 

his first search for oil in Arkansas in the late 1920s.14  

Spindletop had led to many other areas in Texas searching for oil resulting in a 

sudden expansion of oil fields and new boom towns. According to the Texas Almanac, 

 
12 H. L. Hunt, H. L. Hunt Early Days (Dallas, TX: Parade Press, 1971), 1-5. 
13 Jerome Tuccille, Kingdom: The Story of the Hunt Family (Moline, IL: Mcnaughton, 1984), 18. For more 

about Hunt’s early life see Hunt, H.L.: The Early Days. 
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there were over one hundred oil discoveries between 1902 and 1954.15 Figure 1 shows 

Texas’s seven oil fields and selected boom towns from 1902 to 1954. 

 
Figure 1. Texas Oil Boomtowns, The Bullock Texas State History Museum, accessed 

August 12, 2022, www.talonlpe.com.  

 

In these same post Spindletop years wildcatters outside of Texas were also trying 

to strike oil. By 1912, Hunt had moved to Arkansas and tried to make a living by growing 

cotton and buying and selling land. According to Hunt, he had great success with buying 

and selling land during World War I, but he had gotten too comfortable in the business, 

 
15 “Chronological Listing of Major Oil Discoveries,” Texas Almanac, accessed June 21, 2023, 

https://www.texasalmanac.com/drupal-backup/images/other/oil10.pdf. 

http://www.talonlpe.com/
https://www.texasalmanac.com/drupal-backup/images/other/oil10.pdf
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which led to him losing his money.16 Hunt quickly went back to gambling and trying to 

find a new way to make money after losing his fortune at the war's end.17 Luckily for 

Hunt the oil industry in El Dorado, Arkansas, was starting to take shape.  

El Dorado, Arkansas, entered the oil industry in January 1921 when oil was struck 

on a nearby farm. On January 11, 1921, the now famous Busey-Armstrong No. 1 Well 

began a boomtown in El Dorado that rivaled Spindletop in Beaumont, Texas, twenty 

years before. El Dorado grew from four thousand to over twelve thousand people in a 

matter of days, including H. L. Hunt.18 At this time, Hunt had no money to his name; he 

had to get loans from friends to have enough money to fund his travel and oil 

exploration.19 Once Hunt got to El Dorado, he did not jump straight into oil; he spent a 

few months working in the hotel in El Dorado. According to Hunt, he had done this to 

understand how everything worked and to identify the important people in town.20  

Hunt found a partner in late 1921 and obtained a land lease in the El Dorado 

South field near the Busey well. The Hunt-Pickering No.1 came in flowing in small heads 

till overproduction in the area reduced it to a halting stop. Hunt's well, the Hunt-Pickering 

No. 1in El Dorado, Arkansas, had been producing oil in excessive amounts, much like 

everyone else. Then, in 1923, catastrophe struck the oil industry in El Dorado when 

 
16 H. L. Hunt, Hunt Heritage: The Republic and Our Families (Dallas: Parade Press, 1973), 36-41. 
17 Hunt, Hunt Heritage, 36-4. 
18 A. R. and R. B. Buckelew, “The Discovery of Oil in South Arkansas, 1920-1924,” The Arkansas 

Historical Quarterly 33, no. 3 (1974): 195–238, https://doi.org/10.2307/40022557. This article provides a 

detailed understanding of what El Dorado was like in comparison to East Texas.  
19 Hunt, Hunt Heritage, 45-46.  
20 Hunt, Hunt Heritage, 46. 

https://doi.org/10.2307/40022557
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overproduction led to a massive drop in pressure, and wells stopped producing oil.21 Just 

like before when the oil production halted to a stop due to little to no understanding of 

how drilling worked, significantly contributing to the fast evaporation of his first well. 

Hunt tried to find ways to keep the productive oil well, but soon realized the cost was just 

too great for such little output. While Hunt's well was quick to dry up, Hunt learned a 

vital lesson. According to Jerome Tuccille, “It was not enough to find oil; he had to be 

prepared to get it out of the ground faster than the other guy.”22 Hunt started to look for 

more land to lease to keep his oil hopes alive. He obtained another forty-acre tract of land 

about two miles from the previous location.23 H. L. Hunt Incorporated was established on 

December 28, 1925. The company quickly became a success. In an interview with an 

attorney who worked with Hunt during his time in East Texas, L. L. James stated, “H. L. 

Hunt, who had been in the oil business at El Dorado, Arkansas and at that time was 

reputed to have some $90,000 a month income from his Arkansas oil.”24  

This is when Hunt first recognized the importance of regulation, which later 

affected how he lobbied for proration. Hunt stated in his book, "I became very aggressive 

in developing spacing programs to maintain reservoir pressure.”25 He also explained how 

 
21 Hunt, Hunt Heritage, 47-48. 
22 Tuccille, Kingdom, 91. 
23 Joe White Oral History with Frank Markey, East Texas Oil Museum, Kilgore, Texas. The oral history is 

an old cassette recording and partial transcript with no finding aid. The interview has information on Hunt 

in El Dorado.  
24 Robert Hayes, “L. L. James and C. M. ‘Dad’ Joiner Interview,” (Dolph Briscoe Center for American 

History Digital Collections), accessed April 26, 2023, 

https://digitalcollections.briscoecenter.org/item/419063?solr_nav%5Bid%5D=b375bfcbbec4b69f4733&sol

r_nav%5Bpage%5D=0&solr_nav%5Boffset%5D=6.  
25 Hunt, Hunt Heritage, 48.  

https://digitalcollections.briscoecenter.org/item/419063?solr_nav%5Bid%5D=b375bfcbbec4b69f4733&solr_nav%5Bpage%5D=0&solr_nav%5Boffset%5D=6
https://digitalcollections.briscoecenter.org/item/419063?solr_nav%5Bid%5D=b375bfcbbec4b69f4733&solr_nav%5Bpage%5D=0&solr_nav%5Boffset%5D=6
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important it is to maintain pressure. He believed that when overproduction was 

happening, this led to decreased pressure and, in turn, dried up reserves before fully 

depleting them.26 During his time in El Dorado, Hunt continued to see ways in which he 

felt the oil industry could benefit. Hunt was very intuitive, which was clear in his quick 

understanding of what went wrong in the El Dorado field. 

While the boom in Arkansas lasted until 1924, Hunt did not move his business to 

Texas until 1929. Hunt spent the intervening years in Arkansas and Louisiana searching 

for oil until he got a call from a friend. In an oral history with partial transcripts at the 

East Texas Oil Museum in Kilgore, Texas, O. V. Mullins says that he called Hunt in 

September 1930 and told him to come to Rusk County and start his search for oil there.27 

Rumors in the oil business in late 1929 were buzzing that Rusk County in East Texas was 

sitting on a gold mine of oil reserves that had yet to be tapped. By September of 1930, 

Hunt too believed that a massive amount of oil was sitting in East Texas. He had thought 

that Columbus Mariner Joiner (Doc) and his parcel of land near the Daisy Bradford No.3 

was his answer to finding this massive oil reserve that sat beneath the woodbine sand in 

East Texas.28 It was essential to understand the conditions during this first year of the 

Great Depression and how hard it was to acquire land leases to drill for oil during the rest 

of the 1930s. L. L. James, the attorney who worked with Joiner and Hunt during their 

 
26 Hunt, Hunt Heritage, 48-49. 
27 Joe White, Interview with O. V. Mullins, East Texas Oil Museum, Kilgore, Texas. This oral history lacks 

a recording and transcription. Only the finding aid has a detailed description of what was discussed 

throughout the interview.  
28 Hunt, Hunt Heritage, 72-78. 
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time in East Texas, stated in an interview, “Money was tough to get, financing was 

hard.”29  During this time leases were hard to aquire because people were scared to 

finance something they could not see a guaranteed profit from. The cost that was 

associated with the process of testing and drill was hard as well.30  

In a study done on economic factors of the Depression and income levels, the 

researchers show that higher-class individuals lost more per capita income than lower-

class individuals.31 East Texas prior to the oil boom was no exception when it came to the 

Depression. Texans had felt the hardship and troubles that the rest of Texas had felt. 

According to Texas State Historian Bill O'Neal, the many oral histories with East Texans 

during the Great Depression explained how life had changed for them. O’Neal writes 

that, while most people in Texas had nothing to lose in stocks, they still felt the 

devastation of the Depression.32 East Texas had ended up faring a little better in the long 

run when it came to economic downturn and devastation thanks to the discovery of oil in 

1930. Although the discovery of oil led to more jobs in East Texas, the local economy 

was unstable, especially when the price of oil plummeted from around one dollar per 

barrel to only five cents per barrel.33 

 
29 Daniel Yergin, The Prize: The Epic Quest for Oil, Money, and Power (New York: Free Press, 2009), 130. 
30 Diana Davis Hinton, and Roger M. Olien, Oil in Texas: The Gusher Age, 1895-1945. University of Texas Press, 

2002. https://doi.org/10.7560/760561. 
31 Mark Schmitz and Price V. Fishback, “The Distribution of Income in the Great Depression: Preliminary 

State Estimates,” The Journal of Economic History 43, No. 1 (1983): 217 and 230. 
32 Bill O'Neal, “The Personal Side of the Great Depression in East Texas,” 3-4 accessed April 13, 2023, 

https://scholarworks.sfasu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1444&context=ethj  
33 To see more effects of the Depression, see Ben Procter, “Great Depression,” TSHA, accessed April 13, 

2023, https://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/entries/great-depression; Bill O'Neal, “The Personal Side of 

 

https://scholarworks.sfasu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1444&context=ethj
https://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/entries/great-depression
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After his arrival in East Texas in September 1930, Hunt did everything in his 

power to acquire Joiner’s leases. He had known Frank Foster, who had worked for Deep 

Rock Oil company, and his oil scout Charlie Hardin had told him about a well being 

drilled west of Joiner’s Daisy Bradford #3 well. Hunt paid Foster to tell him what was 

happening at the Deep Rock well.34 Hunt’s choice to use the information to advance his 

oil explorations is another reason why he did whatever it took to find oil and make more 

money.  

Burrough stated that Hunt believed, “Great fortunes are built on great convictions, 

and from the moment he watched Joiner's drill test, Hunt was certain this was a giant 

field.”35 On the morning of November 25, 1930. Joiner sold his leases to Hunt for 

$30,000-dollar payout immediately and then around $1.3 million through royalties and 

other avenues.  The two men later became friends. According to James Day, Hunt 

claimed that he and Joiner remained in contact long after their days in East Texas.36  

Hunt started in East Texas as an independent oil businessman with the H. L. Hunt 

Company he had begun in El Dorado, Arkansas. This business he then grew into a multi-

faceted corporation. Hunt's journey from a small oil producer to a corporate leader 

 
the Great Depression in East Texas,” accessed April 13, 2023, 

https://scholarworks.sfasu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1444&context=ethj; and Bobby H. Johnson, 

“Memories of Depression,” accessed April 13, 2023, https://www.sfasu.edu/story/articles/Sept27-

OralHistory-Depression-BHJ.html.  
34 James M. Day, The Black Giant: A History of the East Texas Oil Field and Oil Industry Skulduggery and 

Trivia (Austin, TX: Eakin Press, 2003), 9.  
35 Bryan Burrough, The Big Rich: The Rise and Fall of the Greatest Texas Oil Fortunes (New York: 

Penguin Books, 2010), 70.  
36 Day, The Black Giant, 61-63; Yergin, The Prize, 230-231; Burrough, The Big Rich, 71-73. 

https://scholarworks.sfasu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1444&context=ethj
https://www.sfasu.edu/story/articles/Sept27-OralHistory-Depression-BHJ.html
https://www.sfasu.edu/story/articles/Sept27-OralHistory-Depression-BHJ.html
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mirrors how he changed the oil industry in Texas. The East Texas oil field was full of 

independent oilmen who wanted to make their own big companies like Deep Rock, 

Humble Oil Company, and even Gulf Oil. Independents had the upper hand at the 

beginning of the oil boom in East Texas. A significant section of the oil production came 

from the independents, and it even slowed down the start of corporations drilling in East 

Texas. The major corporations were seen as a large threat to what the independents had 

been able to do for themselves in East Texas.37 This allowed Hunt to make the change 

from small company to major corporation and inspired others to see if they could achieve 

what Hunt had been able to do.  

Hunt continued to grow his business by adding different companies under his 

main H. L. Hunt Company Umbrella. He acquired Panola Pipeline Company in 1930, 

Parade Refining Company in 1935, and Penrod Drilling and Placid Oil in 1936. These 

companies helped to move Hunt from an independent businessman to a major corporation 

in the late 1930s by using verticle intergratuion. By the end of 1936, Hunt could drill, 

move, and refine oil without contracting any portion of the process to other entities.38 

During the start of the boom, when oil was spewing out of rigs at record amounts, 

the price of oil had plummeted from $1.10 a barrel to around $0.13 a barrel in East Texas. 

In August of 1931, oil production in East Texas hit record amounts of over a million 

 
37 Yergin, The Prize, 232; Day, The Black Giant, 71-74. 
38 Palmer D. Jerrell, “Hunt, Haroldson Lafayette 1889–1974,” Handbook of Texas Online, accessed October 

25, 2022, https://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/entries/hunt-haroldson-lafayette. 

https://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/entries/hunt-haroldson-lafayette
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barrels per day, and crude prices dropped.39 At this point, the Governor of Texas, Ross 

Sterling, knew he had to act fast to prevent any more reduction in the production and cost 

of East Texas oil. This was when Texas entered a state of insurrection, and the Texas 

National Guard took control. This led to oil shutdowns enforced by the Texas National 

Guard, Texas Rangers, and the Texas Railroad Commission. Thanks to this shutdown and 

regulations, the oil price by April 1932 were back up to almost a dollar again. Hunt, one 

of the field's leaders, decided that he needed to take it upon himself to start an 

organization advocating for restrictions and regulations to crack down on hot oil 

exchanges. This organization, the East Texas Oil Club was founded in April 1932.40 

While Hunt felt that it was the perfect way to help regulate oil production, he was 

solidifying that he had moved on from wanting to help the small companies and was on 

track to monopolize the Texas oil industry with his multi-faceted corporation. Having the 

club allowed him to work with and even control like-minded individuals.41 

Oil in East Texas was being produced so fast that companies had a hard time 

figuring out what to do with the excess. Slowing production was needed to keep the oil 

price reasonable. Yet, no one had been willing to stop drilling for oil. The Texas Railroad 

Commission saw that these issues would not be resolved until rules and regulations on oil 

 
39 Yergin, The Prize, 233; James Presley, A Saga of Wealth: The Rise of the Texas Oilmen (New York: 

Putnam, 1978), 130. 
40 Hunt, Hunt Heritage, 96-97; Governor James V. Allred Papers Collection, East Texas Oil Club, 1932, 

Box 91, Folder 10, University of Houston Archives, Houston, TX. 
41 Governor James V. Allred Collection, Box 91, Folder 10, University of Houston Special Collection, 

University of Houston, TX, accessed February 2023. 
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extraction were implemented. They added rules for spacing between rigs, restrictions on 

how fast a company could pull oil from the wells, and caps for amounts in each area per 

day. As well as what was needed with the oil and its byproducts?42 

Hunt was a major supporter of proration43 as enforced by the Texas Railroad 

Commission beginning on April 10, 1931, in the East Texas oil field. One can infer that 

Hunt wanted for there to be regulation of  oil through proration because he was hoping 

that it would benefit him and that he would be able to bring in more oil while others were 

being regulated. The initial regulations did not help with overproduction, and on July 14, 

revisions were made to the Conservation Act in Texas. These early measures had not 

slowed oil production, and the large corporations were losing money. The Texas Railroad 

Commission was still trying to put orders in place by 1935 and implemented specified 

producing days by prohibiting oil production on certain Sundays. The overproduction of 

oil was never done away with, no matter how many regulations the Texas Railroad 

Commission and the government tried to implement.44 People felt they could produce 

everything they wished on their own land. It has been stated that around 150,000 barrels 

 
42 Robert Cargill, The Great Texas Oil Heist (Nacogdoches, TX, Stephen F. Austin State University Press, 

2021), 38-44; James Presley, A Saga of Wealth: The Rise of the Texas Oilmen (New York: Putnam, 1978), 

138-180; David F. Prindle, “The Texas Railroad Commission and the Elimination of the Flaring of Natural 

Gas, 1930-1949,” The Southwestern Historical Quarterly 84, no. 3 (1981): 293, 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/30238689. 
43 In this thesis, proration refers to the practice of producing equal amounts of oil and limiting the over 

production of oil. 
44 H. J. Gruy, “Thirty Years of Proration in the East Texas Field,” Journal of Petroleum Technology 14, no. 

06 (1962): 577–82, https://doi.org/10.2118/257-pa.  
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of hot oil45 a day were being produced in 1933.46 Major oil companies were very 

supportive of proration legislation passed and implemented by the Texas Railroad 

Commission in the early 1930s. They wanted to avoid the plummeting of oil prices and 

saw the benefit of proration to keep this from happening. As one would expect, the 

independent producers were not supportive of the proration of oil. They had only a few 

wells or sometimes even just one. If they were limited in the amount of oil the 

independent producers could bring in, they felt that this would affect the amount of 

money brought in to support their families. Texas Railroad Commission regulations 

allowed the big companies to steal business from the independents at times, leading to 

many of them going bankrupt. The commission had switched gears in the late 1930s. It 

required that the big companies connect with the independent companies, and this led to a 

shift in support from major oil companies in East Texas and their support of the Texas 

Railroad Commission's regulations. 47  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
45 In this thesis, hot oil refers to the oil that was produced in violation of the States quotas and regulations. 
46 H. J. Gruy, “Thirty Years of Proration in the East Texas Field,” Journal of Petroleum Technology 14, no. 

06 (1962): 580, https://doi.org/10.2118/257-pa.  
47 Wayne Gard, “Hot Oil,” TSHA,  accessed April 13, 2023, 

https://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/entries/hot-oil; Laurie Jasinski, “Connally Hot Oil Act of 1935,” 

TSHA, accessed April 13, 2023, https://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/entries/connally-hot-oil-act-of-1935.  
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Table 1. Hot Oil Production in East Texas. James M. Day, The Black Giant: A History of 

the East Texas Oil Field and Oil Industry Skulduggery and Trivia (Austin, TX: Eakin 

Press, 2003), 93, Chart 1. 

Year Total (Millions 

of Barrels) 

Hot Oil (Millions 

of Barrels) 

Percentage of 

Hot Oil  

1931 105.7 3.3 3.1 

1932 120.4 25.3 21.0 

1933 171.8 35.1 20.4 

1934 158.4 22.9 14.5 

1935 176.3 12.5 7.1 

1936 160.4 2.8 1.8 

1937 169.0 1.5 0.9 

 

Hunt did whatever it took to gain more money and power. This is evident in how 

he ran his company in El Dorado and his cotton farm. Hunt did not change his practices 

when dealing with the overproduction of oil in East Texas. Hunt was a major supporter of 

regulations on how much oil people could drill daily. He did not publicly state that he 

was for or against certain issues. In only the way a sly businessman could, Hunt became 

friendly with politicians, talked to them about what he wanted, and tried to sway them to 

implement these changes. Hunt had been instrumental in lobbying for legislation that 

helped to keep oil rates from plummeting again. He wanted to have policies in place to 

slow production because he didn't want to run out of oil.48 Once these policies were 

implemented, Hunt saw how they affected his bottom dollar and that he lost money. The 

way he saw it, was that others had slowed production, so Hunt chose to continue to 

 
48 Tuccille, Kingdom, 169,170, 175-177. 
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produce more and more oil; this is what led to many wells producing oil under the table 

past its daily limits. Hot oil in East Texas was a significant problem.49  

Hunt again chose to do whatever he needed to gain capital in his businesses thus 

he pushed the boundaries to achieve his own agenda and grow his company. A prime 

example of Hunt's need to make money and break rules is one Joiner and James discussed 

with Hayes in their interview in February 1955. James talked about an experience he and 

Joiner had dealing with Hunt and litigation in the courts overrule of Rule 37 of the Texas 

Railroad Commission.50 In the interview, Joiner and James discuss the rule and how it 

was intended to regulate where oil rigs can be placed and how far away they need to be. 

They talk about how Hunt said he is for Rule 37 but then goes and breaks the rule 

himself.51 Hunt's going against this rule showed he was in the business to make money 

and do so whichever way he saw fit. Hunt, as previously stated on page ten, during his 

time in El Dorado, had started a spacing program regulating how far apart oil wells 

should be placed so as not to drain the reservoir.52 He had implemented these ideas 

because of sudden pressure drops in the reservoir in El Dorado. Hunt’s choices in 

 
49 Stanley Brown, H. L. Hunt (Chicago: Playboy Press, 1976), 115-121. 
50 Here is a link to Rule 37: “Railroad Commission of Texas Oil and Gas Division Rule §3.37 Statewide 

Spacing Rule,” Texas Administrative Code, accessed June 28, 2023, 

https://texreg.sos.state.tx.us/public/readtac$ext.TacPage?sl=R&app=9&p_dir=&p_rloc=&p_tloc=&p_ploc

=&pg=1&p_tac=&ti=16&pt=1&ch=3&rl=37.  
51 Robert Hayes, “L. L. James and C. M. ‘Dad’ Joiner Interview,” Briscoe Center Digital Collections, 

https://digitalcollections.briscoecenter.org/item/419063?solr_nav%5Bid%5D=b375bfcbbec4b69f4733&sol

r_nav%5Bpage%5D=0&solr_nav%5Boffset%5D=6. 
52 Caroline R. Hunt, History of Hunt, https://rosewd.com/the-rosewood-difference/.  

https://texreg.sos.state.tx.us/public/readtac$ext.TacPage?sl=R&app=9&p_dir=&p_rloc=&p_tloc=&p_ploc=&pg=1&p_tac=&ti=16&pt=1&ch=3&rl=37
https://texreg.sos.state.tx.us/public/readtac$ext.TacPage?sl=R&app=9&p_dir=&p_rloc=&p_tloc=&p_ploc=&pg=1&p_tac=&ti=16&pt=1&ch=3&rl=37
https://digitalcollections.briscoecenter.org/item/419063?solr_nav%5Bid%5D=b375bfcbbec4b69f4733&solr_nav%5Bpage%5D=0&solr_nav%5Boffset%5D=6
https://digitalcollections.briscoecenter.org/item/419063?solr_nav%5Bid%5D=b375bfcbbec4b69f4733&solr_nav%5Bpage%5D=0&solr_nav%5Boffset%5D=6
https://rosewd.com/the-rosewood-difference/
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forgoing his own negative experience and thoughts on the matter prove that Hunt is there 

to make money and will break the rules and laws to do what he must. 53 

Hunt continued to lobby for legislation for regulations throughout his time in East 

Texas, especially the proration of oil. Hunt was a big supporter of Harold Ickes, the 

interior secretary for President Franklin D. Roosevelt (FDR). Ickes was there to help 

FDR with different policies throughout his term. One of them was the National Industrial 

Recovery Act, which dealt with oil proration and production, and the Oil Code that came 

from it.54 Hunt believed federal government regulations would help the proration issue 

and stop hot oil production. This did not last long, though; Hunt had decided that the 

regulation from the federal government was harming his bottom dollar, and he had 

wanted no more of it. Hunt had continued to go back and forth on whether he wanted any 

federal oil production regulation.55 

This is an excellent example of Hunt trying to influence government officials and 

what they should do about matters affecting Hunt and his businesses. Hunt sent Governor 

Sterling a letter on December 11, 1931, letting him know he did not agree with his ideas 

to move the regulation to the Texas Railroad Commission and release martial law orders. 

 
53 Hunt, Hunt Heritage, 48. 
54 “National Industrial Recovery Act,” National Archives and Records Administration,  

https://catalog.archives.gov/id/5730902.  
55 Robert Hayes, “Hubert Harrison Interview,” Briscoe Center Digital Collections, 

https://digitalcollections.briscoecenter.org/item/419062?solr_nav%5Bid%5D=308b37f6796d8df69a65&sol

r_nav%5Bpage%5D=1&solr_nav%5Boffset%5D=4; Cargill, The Great Texas Oil Heist. 
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Hunt felt that this would have negatively impacted all that was being done to help with 

the proration of oil production in Texas.56 

While Hunt was dealing with hot oil and the need to have proration of oil 

production, he still wanted to bring in the most oil to line his pockets. Hunt was known as 

a hands-on businessman. He was known for keeping his employee list small and only 

staffing the necessary people in his offices. He wanted to have a say and control what his 

employees did even in their off time. Even though he tried to control and have a say in 

what his employees did. The oil he brought in depended on his equipment and the staff he 

had to run the rigs.57 

In the 1930s, oil rigs ran twenty-four hours a day, and the rigs had to be manned 

at all times. The traditional way of staffing these crews was in two twelve-hour shifts. 

Hunt saw how this limited how many people could work and for how long since they had 

to give everyone a shift. He implemented the eight-hour shift that resulted in three shifts 

in one day and did this for a six-day workweek. This allowed them to employ more 

people. “Hunt referred to this as the Flexible work week and tried to implement it 

nationwide.”58 Hunt had gone on to do many different things while in East Texas. Not 

 
56 Martial Law and its Administration - Texas Ranger Hall of Fame and Museum, accessed September 10, 

2023, https://www.texasranger.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/EBooks-Martial-Law-Its-Administration-

Wolters.pdf, 25-30. 
57 Tuccille, Kingdom, 177-178. 
58 Ardis Burst, The Three Families of H.L. Hunt (New York: Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 1988), 25-26; 

Augusta Robinson, “City Unveils Half Mile of History Marker in Honor of H.L. and Lyda Bunker Hunt,” 

TylerPaper.com, accessed on October 24, 2023, https://tylerpaper.com/news/local/city-unveils-half-mile-

of-history-marker-in-honor-of-h-l-and-lyda-bunker/article_af4e2058-6587-565a-8640-0c4459fdfabb.html; 

Brown, H. L. Hunt, 129. 
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long after he struck oil on his Hunt-Miller well, in December 1930, he constructed the 

Panola Pipeline that was a four-inch pipeline that linked the Bradford #3, the Deeprock, 

and his well together and ran the oil to the Sinclair Oil and Refining Companies, loading 

rack in Overton, Texas,  at the train station and moved his oil to refineries to bring in 

more money.59 Since he could move his oil, he held more profit than those who had to 

contract out to other companies.  

Hunt was a man who had been out to do whatever he felt was the best way to line 

his pockets. This can be seen throughout his life and how he lives. Hunt had lobbied for 

something in his life that he felt he wanted and did whatever he needed to make it 

happen. But on the way, if he sees it as a hindrance to his goal of success, then he will 

abandon ship and do what is needed to succeed. Hunt had always searched for the next 

big thing and how to make money. At this time, East Texas had over 13,500 wells, and 

Hunt owned over eight thousand of them.60 Thus well over half of the wells in East Texas 

belonged to Hunt. Between 1930 and 1933, Hunt had over one hundred and fifty oil wells 

associated solely with his company, H. L. Hunt Inc. As Hunt built all these wells, he 

continued to grow his companies. He created the Penrod Drilling Company, and of 

course, he had the Panola Pipeline Company that he used to send his oil to refineries by 

train.61  

 
59 Hunt, Hunt Heritage, 78-80; Julia Smith, “East Texas Oilfield,” Texas State Historical Association, 

accessed July 19, 2023, https://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/entries/east-texas-oilfield.  
60 Tuccille, Kingdom, 176. 
61 Day, The Black Giant, 59. 
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In 1936, Hunt bought Excelsior Refinery in Rusk County, Texas. He had his own 

well, rigs, and pipelines, but until he purchased the refining company, Hunt sent his oil 

off to be refined by other companies. This is the company that he renamed Parade 

Gasoline. The company struck tragedy when it was involved in the New London School 

Explosion. The New London School Explosion brought a bad name to his newly acquired 

company as it was being shared that Parade Oil Company was responsible for the 

explosion and not that of the Excelsior Refinery.62 Hunt was not held responsible for the 

damage because it was found that it was due to issues before he acquired the company. 

Hunt had taken it upon himself to go out and help the families that had been affected by 

the explosion.  

Many major names in Texas oil history made it big during the East Texas oil 

boom. People like H. L. Hunt got their starts as oil tycoons due to the amount of time and 

money made in the East Texas oil field. The oil boom in East Texas allowed independent 

men to grow a business and make a fortune. What came out of this boom was the creation 

of four major oil men in Texas who ultimately became the oil tycoons of the 1940s, 

headquartered in Dallas. They helped create the narrative of what a tycoon looks like 

regarding Texas oil and its industry. Bryan Burrough states, “The fortunes forged during 

the Depression created a new top layer of Texas society, what came to be known in later 

years as the Big Rich. This wealth on a scale entirely new to the state, and during the 

 
62 “New London School Explosion,” Texas State Historical Association, 
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1930s, Roy Cullen, Clint Murchison, Sid Richardson, and H. L. Hunt, soon to be known 

as the “Big Four” oilmen, laid the foundations of a flamboyant lifestyle that would come 

to define the image of Texas Oil.”63  According to Burrough, these oil men were known 

as the wealthiest men in Texas. They had power no one could have imagined.64 

H. L. Hunt continued to bring in oil and grow his business in East Texas for many 

years. He relished the East Texas oil field opportunities for the rest of his life. His 

grandchildren still run Hunt Corporation today and produce oil in East Texas. The Daisy 

Bradford #3 was sold to Vanguard Natural Resources LLC in 2014 and is said to be 

currently producing oil.65 Hunt was a conniving businessman who did whatever it took to 

make money. This has been shown in many different ways, specifically how he chooses 

to hinder the production of independent oil producers by lobbying to regulate oil 

production. He wanted people to see him as a person who was for the people and with the 

people, but throughout his life, he repeatedly proved that if people stood in the way of 

him making a dollar, he would do whatever it took to bring in the money. For instance, he 

created the East Texas Oil Club, which he thought would please the public, but he created 

a club for like-minded businessmen.66 He had lobbied for proration and regulation of hot 

 
63 Bryan Burrough, The Big Rich: The Rise and Fall of the Greatest Texas Oil Fortunes (New York: 

Penguin Books, 2009), 101.   
64 Bryan Burrough, “The Man Who Was Texas,” Vanity Fair, accessed May 3, 2024, 
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oil but did not support the outcome, so he did what he wanted. Hunt had been a major 

supporter of legislation prohibiting hot oil production yet continued to produce it himself. 

He would do whatever he had to do to ensure his corporation succeeded.67 This was done 

by backstabbing, law-breaking, and underhanded business approaches that most would 

have seen as deplorable and dishonest. His mission to stay hidden and secretive seems to 

be because he understood that if people saw him for who he was, he never would have 

been given most of the chances in life. Due to how Hunt ran his business, he was a 

forefather of growth and improvement in the oil industry in Texas.  

 

 
67 Tuccille, Kingdom, 169-170 and 175-177. 
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CHAPTER 2 

Exhibit Creation and the Need for Best Practices 

Creating an exhibit is a multifaceted process that involves thorough research and 

understanding of the subject matter. Having a public historian who uses sound research 

and historical interpretation to plan and fabricate the exhibit sets a history museum apart 

from other museums. I argue in this chapter that having the historical background for the 

exhibit and knowledge of exhibition best practices will set my exhibit apart from those of 

individuals who lack the historical knowledge and resources. When designing and 

fabricating an exhibit, the steps taken to bring the information to the public include 

deliberate and well-planned steps that, if followed, will allow the public to experience 

and learn from the interpretation of the presented story. 

The proposed exhibit for the East Texas Oil Museum in Kilgore, Texas, explains 

the significance of H. L. Hunt’s influence upon the Texas oil industry, using the history of 

who Hunt was and what he did. This exhibit tells also the story of Hunt’s life and how he 

became so influential in the Texas oil industry. This project deals with the creation of a 

proposed exhibit within an established museum. The East Texas Oil Museum has a 

mission statement, a scope and sequence for the items and exhibit in the museum, and a 

space planned and set aside for an exhibit. In this chapter, I argue my historical 

knowledge and understanding benefit the museum’s interpretation.  
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Public historians use their knowledge and practice of history to create content for 

the public. This can be done in many ways, the most common being the creation and 

fabrication of museum exhibits. Robert Weible defined public history as the separation of 

academic history from history that directly affects the community.68 Weible states that 

“Public History refers to the employment of historians and the historical method outside 

of academia: in government, private corporations, the media, historical societies, and 

museums, even in private practice.”69  

A public historian’s main goal is to produce and provide a history incorporation 

with and made available to the public. A good public historian will engage with 

prospective stakeholders and understand what the community needs and wants to present 

to the public. Public history is considered collaborative. Understanding and working with 

various departments within a museum, such as the archivist, the education department, 

and the board, to plan and create an exhibit is one way that a public historian can 

distinguish themselves from other fields. This is best achieved when the public historian 

understands and considers the proposed exhibit’s audience.70 

The intent of a museum is to educate the public. Edward and Mary Alexander 

state that museums are “an organized and permanent non-profit institution, essentially 

 
68 Robert Kelley, “Public History, Its Origins, Nature, and Prospects,” The Public Historian 1, no. 1 (1978): 16–28, 
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70 Cherstin M. Lyon, Elizabeth M. Nix, and Rebecca K. Shrum, Introduction to Public History, Interpreting 

the Past, Engaging Audiences (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2017), 10-11. 
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educational or aesthetic in purpose, with professional staff, which owns and utilizes 

tangible objects, cares for them, and exhibits them to the public on some regular 

schedule.”71An exhibit is a museum’s main attraction and what people go to museums to 

see.72 A public historian has the ability to thoroughly research a topic and utilize the 

historical method to present accurate information gathered from scholarly sources, which 

helps to prove or disprove the subject matter. For this project, the research was conducted 

on the life of H. L. Hunt and his contribution to the East Texas Oil Boom. The research 

was done to place the subject in historical context, explain Hunt’s significance in history, 

and present the analysis to others.  

Museums are a credible source of history to most people. People stop into 

museums daily. Thomas Cauvin states, “The public access to sites and collections make 

exhibits a key activity for public historians.”73This means that museums need to be a key 

source for the public historian when producing and providing history accessible to the 

public. Edward Alexander and Mary Alexander state, “History museums and historic sites 

account for two of every three museums in this country.”74 When looking at what the 

Alexander’s said about the number of history museums in the United States, it is clear 

 
71 Alexander, and Alexander, Museums in Motion, 2. 
72 Barry Lord and Gail Dexter Lord, The Manual of Museum Exhibitions (Lanham, MD: Rowman and 

Littlefield 2014), 8.  
73 Thomas Cauvin, Public History: A Textbook of Practice (New York: Routledge, 2016), 140. 
74 Edward P. Alexander and Mary Alexander, Museums in Motion, An Introduction to the History and 

Functions of Museums (Lanham, MD: Rowman, and Littlefield, 2017), 113. 
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that having a trained historian participate in making historical information available to the 

public is a key element in the success of history museums. 

 Thomas Cauvin, in his book on public history, states, “The role of the public 

historian depended on the site itself.”75 In a museum setting this is done by laying the 

groundwork on historical research, understanding the information, and then deciding on 

how the information needs to be introduced and interpreted when making it available to 

the public. This is done by understanding the best practices and standards when it comes 

to collections, exhibits, and access to the community as a whole. Elizabeth Merritt states, 

“Standards are generally accepted levels of attainment that all museums are expected to 

achieve. Best practices are commendable actions and philosophies that demonstrate an 

awareness of standard, successfully solve problems, can be replicated, and that the 

museum may choose to emulate if appropriate to their circumstances.” 76 These standards 

are used by public historians within the key establishments and fields they work. Why 

does a public historian need to know what best practices are and how important it is to 

implement them? As Merritt stated these standards bring awareness and understanding to 

what is being done. These practices create a check and balance system to help navigate 

the design and fabrication of an exhibit within a museum.  

Pete Daniel in his book Curating the American Past: A Memoir of a Quarter 

Century at the Smithsonian National Museum of American History argues the importance 

 
75 Cauvin, Public History, 141. 
76 Elizabeth E. Merritt, National Standards and Best Practices for U.S. Museums (Washington DC: 

American Association of Museums, 2008).  
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these standards as a reference when creating or revitalizing an exhibit.77 Two important 

areas of guidance are the reproduction and conservation of different items used in the 

exhibit. These help the public historian to understand the role of the curator and how 

objects should be handled while on display. Clear guidelines enable the public historian 

to deal with ownership issues and potential use of objects. 

Collaboration plays a significant role in providing and producing accessible 

history. An exhibit and the way it is interpreted dictates how the community perceives the 

presented information and if they will return or share the museum with other people. The 

purpose of a museum exhibition is to transform some aspect of the visitor’s interests.78 

Public historians need to understand what is wanted in their community. This can be done 

by engaging with different groups within the community and listening to what they desire 

to see within the museum. Edward and Mary Alexander in Museums in Motion states that, 

“The audience for the exhibit should be defined and preferably sampled; members of the 

team should identify and contact prospective audience(s) to find what they want to know 

about the subject and how they respond to some emerging exhibit concepts and 

designs.”79 The community will help to expand your narrative and enable you to evoke 

emotion in the people who want to engage with the museum.80 Allowing the community 

 
77 Pete Daniel, Curating the American Past: A Memoir of a Quarter Century at the Smithsonian National 

Museum of American History (Fayetteville, AR: University of Arkansas Press, 2022), 139-
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80 Cauvin, Public History, 143-146. 
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to weigh in on what they want is an excellent example of shared authority. The exhibit 

will achieve these goals by how we choose to interpret the information, and which labels, 

fonts, display cases, and objects are chosen to be included in the exhibit. These aspects 

are what the public (the interpretation) sees and how they will interact with the museum. 

 Historians struggle to balance enough within the organization in which they work 

in, taking the time to listen to the community audience and see what they have to say at 

this stage in exhibit planning will help ensure that the correct interpretation is more 

successful.81 For example, in the article “Families First! Rethinking Exhibits to Engage 

All Ages,” Anne Grimes Rand, Robert Kiihne, and Sarah Watkins wrote, “Families are 

the first learning community that a person experiences.”82  

Understanding the importance of interpretation is just one step in the process. 

What is interpretation? In Museums in Motion, Edward and Mary Alexander define 

museum interpretation as “Museum interpretation/education encompasses how museums 

communicate their message to the public.”83 Understanding that interpretation is the way 

in which the public receives the information helps one understand how important the 

interpretation is within a museum and its exhibits. A public historian’s job is to 

understand interpretation and to do it properly. Freeman Tilden’s six principles, found in 

 
81 Elizabeth A. Duclos-Orsello, “From the Guest Editor: Shared Authority, The Key to Museum Education 

as Social Change,” The Journal of Museum Education 38, no. 2 (2013): 121–122, 
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http://www.jstor.org/stable/42654339. 
82 Anne Grimes Rand, Robert Kiihne, and Sarah Watkins, “Families First! Rethinking Exhibits to Engage 

All Ages,” History News 64, no. 1 (2009): 1–8, http://www.jstor.org/stable/42654197. 
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his book Interpreting Our Heritage are considered a standard in creating an interpretive 

plan. As the field of public history advanced there has been a need to expand on Tilden’s 

original principles.84 Regardless, these principles are still a starting point for 

interpretation.  

Graham Black describes interpretation as, “An educational activity which aims to 

reveal meanings and relationships through the use of original objects, by first-hand 

experience and by illustrative media rather than simply to communicate factual 

information.”85 An exhibit uses tangible artifacts, pictures, oral histories, and documents 

to tell a story. Interpretation is used to educate and engage the public, but what are these 

parts? According to the Alexander’s, interpretation needs five key factors to implement 

Tilden’s six principles.86 First, it needs to be able to teach a certain truth; second, it needs 

to be based on original objects; third, it needs to have sound historical research. Fourth, 

interpretation needs to make use of sensory perception, and last, it needs to be informal 

education that’s outside of the classroom. As a public historian, if you are able to use 

these five elements, you will achieve a well-planned interpretation for the exhibit.87 It is 

not the information itself but how the information is used and displayed.88 Freedman 

Tilden states “I believe the interpretative effort, whether written or oral or projected by 

 
84 To see the five added principles, see Alexander, and Alexander, Museums in Motion, 259.  
85 Graham Black, The Engaging Museum: Developing Museums for Visitor Involvement (London: 

Routledge, 2005), 177; Freeman Tilden, Interpreting Our Heritage, 4th Edition (Chapel Hill, NC:  

University of North Carolina Press, 2007), 9. 
86 Alexander, and Alexander, Museums in Motion, 259. 
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means of mechanical devices if based upon these six principles, will be correctly 

directed.”89 Tilden clearly thought that if people used his principles as guidelines, then 

their information would speak for itself.  In 2019, Allison Horrock wrote an article for the 

National Council on Public History, about Tilden’s work and how it is used today. 

Horrock states, “Tilden provided a blueprint for interpretive practices, but his 

conceptualization of the relationships between interpreters, experts, and audiences are far 

from the final word on interpretation.”90 Horrick talks about how much more authority is 

given to public historians to interpret information. Horrick argues that when 

interpretation is done correctly and collaboration takes place within the interpretive plan, 

public historians will create shared authority and achieve the best interpretive outcome 

within the exhibit and institution.91 

Museologist Elizabeth Merritt argues that “interpretation is a dynamic process of 

communication between the museum and the audience.”92 This is done by engaging with 

the community, getting feedback, and understanding what they want and need. 

Interpretation is the ability to use interaction and engagement to evoke emotion and 

engagement from the public by challenging them and changing their attitude on a subject. 

The standards for interpretation include sound research, inclusivity, audience interaction, 
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educational goals, and engaging the public are a great starting point for creating an 

interpretative plan for the exhibit.93 This will help guide the design and fabrication of the 

exhibit to benefit the narrative and flow.  

Exhibit planning starts with the creation of an idea for the exhibit. Next the public 

historian research’s the subject matter, following  the methods written by Lyon, Nix, and 

Shrum, “taking a wide range of materials and using them to form a coherent argument 

about the meaning and significance of past events.”94 By critical examination of lots of 

historical sources.95 Simultaneously the museum staff and the public historian work to 

make sure the exhibit will fit comfortably in the allotted space and that when visitors are 

present, there will still be enough space for the exhibit to be effective and run smoothly. 

Tom Klobe writes that, “Space is the element is most often forgotten, and the failure of 

many exhibitions can be attributed to a disregard for spatial consideration, both three- and 

two-dimensional.”96  

 After the historical research is completed, public historians present a proposal to 

the stakeholders, staff, and board for approval. This is when people can add to and make 

changes to the initial ideas before the exhibit is designed. Planning and designing the 

 
93 Merritt, National Standards and Best Practices for U.S. Museums, 59. 
94 Cherstin M. Lyon, Elizabeth M. Nix, and Rebecca K. Shrum, Introduction to Public History, Interpreting 

the Past, Engaging Audiences (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2017), 2. 
95 To see more on research for exhibits, see Barry Lord, and Gail Dexter Lord, The Manual of Museum 

Exhibitions (Lanham, MD: Rowman, and Littlefield, 2014), 23-26. 
96 Tom Klobe, Exhibitions, Concept, Planning, and Design (Washington DC: The AAM Press, 2012), 4. 
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exhibit is when the inner workings of the exhibit take shape. The public historian will 

work with the appropriate people to develop everything in this phase.  

This is where the knowledge of a well-trained public historian will really assist in 

the exhibit’s creation. In the planning process when the public historian is working on 

plans, they have to look at two major concepts and create plans for both. They will need 

to have a plan in place for the design and how this will be set up. They will also need to 

have an interpretive plan in place showing the narrative for the public interpretation. This 

plan guides the layout, flow, and label selections based on the interpretation goals.97 The 

next step is to consider the display of different historical objects within the exhibit. The 

public historian needs to work with the collection manger to ensure proper lighting and 

care of the objects when on display. If this is a permanent exhibit, special cases may be 

needed to protect artifacts from harsh light and environmental issues like humidity and 

pests. Understanding that the pieces that will hold the exhibit is just as important as the 

object in the exhibit and the words used to convey the narrative of the exhibit. The next 

thing would be to consider the flow of the space the best arrangement of cases and 

interpretive panels. The exhibit's layout, while to most would not seem important, plays a 

significant role in how the public will perceive the exhibit. Tom Klobe notes that “The 

principles according to which the elements of art are organized include unity, repetition, 
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movement, transition, opposition, emphasis, balance, variation, and simplicity.”98 In my 

proposed exhibit, the best flow of space seems to be a lower display along the mural wall. 

This is the farthest from the light, it does not block walking space, and allows room for 

wheelchairs to move around and view the exhibit as well. Exhibition creation must ensure 

quality care of the collection items to preserve them for future generations.99   

In David Dean’s Museum Exhibition Theory and Practice, he states that “storyline 

and text development begins at the point of origin for an exhibition idea.”100 The 

storyline is considered the core of an interpretative plan, according to Barry Lord and 

Gail Dexter Lord in Manuel of Museum Exhibition. This storyline guides the themes and 

subthemes of the exhibit and uses the means of expression to execute the exhibit's 

planning.101 The storyline leads to the exhibit plan or blueprint, of what your exhibit will 

look like. This funding will determine how detailed this plan is and how it is structured. 

The plan can be turned into a detailed 3D model of the exhibit's layout or a simple 2D 

version that explains the details of size, layout, and required space. The exhibit plan 

guides the staff through the fabrication and installation of an exhibit. The ability to spend 

time on this plan and have it well thought out will go a long way in easing the process of 

fabrication and installation and hopefully avoid any major setbacks or budgeting 
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issues.102 Elizabeth Bogle refers to this planning section as the schematic phase of 

planning, which identifies everything to prepare the exhibit for production.103 

Based on David Dean and his theories on traffic flow notes that, there are three 

main ways to control the flow of traffic within an exhibit. The first one is what he calls 

the suggested approach. This one is where you try to guide the traffic flow with lighting, 

colors, signs, and other visuals that will draw the visitors in the way you want them to go. 

The next approach that Dean suggests is the unstructured approach. This one has no set 

path, and the visitor is allowed to move around the exhibit on their own without any 

guidance as to where they should go. The last approach, the direct approach, provides 

only direction for visitors. Although Dean gives these three ways to arrange the exhibit 

flow of traffic, but he does not say that one should be used over another. The public 

historian must understand the exhibit needs and that one flow may work for one exhibit, 

and another might work best for a different exhibit.104 

Elizabeth Bogle says in her book Museum Exhibition Planning and Design that 

“Shapes, forms, and spaces are surrogate storytellers that can inform visitors about an 

exhibit theme, time, place, mission and aims.”105 Bogle explains how important these 

features are to telling the story. She says, “shape, form, and space must be 

planned/designed so that the exhibition will be harmonious and cohesive.”106 Exhibit 
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colors need to be carefully chosen, and when doing so, consider the audience who will 

view the exhibit. Most history museums have a wide range of visitor age. People of 

different ages are drawn to certain colors, and this will affect how the person perceives 

the information presented within the exhibit. Table 1, created by Elizabeth Bogle, 

explains the different age group’s color preferences and will help the exhibit creator 

select colors that will benefit more than one age group.107 

Table 2. Color preference by age, Elizabeth Bogle, Museum Exhibition Planning and 

Design, 201. 

Age High 

Preference 

Medium 

Preference 

Low Preference 

Birth to age 6 Red, Orange  Yellow, Green Blue, Violet 

Age 6 to 60 Blue, Red  Green, Violet  Orange, Yellow 

Age 60 to 90 Blue, Green Violet, Red Yellow, Orange  

 

One should understand that the color may change at different times of day based 

on the light that the exhibit receives. For instance, that my proposed exhibit space has 

wall-to-wall glass windows lining the front of the exhibit area. This will make the light in 

the space change throughout the day and, based on the weather outside, drastically.108 

The exhibit’s text and labels shape the narrative, as the planned interpretation is 

integrated into the exhibit. Without the right text and labels, the incorporated objects and 

images will lack the great narrative designed for the exhibition. In a history museum, the 

function of an exhibit is to tell a story, and this is done through the use of interpretive 
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labels. Serrell states, “Interpretive labels tell stories; they are narratives, not list of facts. 

Any label that serves to explain, guide, question, inform or provoke- in a way that invites 

participation by the reader- is interpretive.”109 Interpretative labels should be used to 

guide visitors through the exhibit and allow visitors to make their own opinions about the 

story's narrative. In my exhibit, interpretive labels will be used to explain Hunt’s role in 

the East Texas oil boom and help people understand his importance in the Texas oil 

industry. Serrell says, “Let your labels be jumping-off places for people’s imaginations. 

Let them fill in many more words and feelings.”110 Interpretation shapes a narrative that 

allows the visitor to be affected and react in ways that are unique to each person, and 

even more so, it can be unique to the same visitor each time they tour the exhibition and 

its narrative. The key goal of a public historian is to produce a history accessible to the 

community.  

Using different types of labels throughout an exhibit. Title labels capture the 

visitors’ attention and spark an interest in the exhibit. Researchers have determined that 

people are more likely to refrain from reading the information at hand if there is an 

excessive amount of text to be read. Table 3 is based on a chart Beverly Serrell used in 

her book on exhibit labels outline the ideal word count for four main types of labels: 

exhibition labels, introductory labels, group labels, and caption labels. The important 
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thing to remember is that visitors will be more likely to skip over the information if there 

is too much to read.111 

Table 3. Exhibit label reference guide, Beverly Serrell, Exhibit Labels an Interpretive 

Approach, 43. 

Interpretive Label Types Purpose  Number of 

Words 

Exhibit Titles To attract attention, to inform about 

the theme, to identify 

1-7 

Introductory Labels To introduce the big idea, to orientate 

visitors to the space 

20-125 

Group labels To interpret a specific group of 

objects, to introduce a subtheme or 

section 

20-75 

Caption Labels  To interpret individual objects and 

models 

20-75 

  

Beverly Serrell states, “It is a museum exhibition, not an encyclopedia, not a 

library, and visitors should be allowed to feel they are there primarily to look and do, not 

to read. Write shorter labels.”112 Serrell wants the creators of exhibits to understand the 

importance of the length of text in an exhibit and how little people want to read while 

they are at a museum.   

The next thing that needs to be considered in label planning and creation is what 

type of font and the size of the font that will be used. In academics, the most common 

font that papers are written in is Times New Roman serif typeface font; the font size in 

academic settings is typically twelve-point font. The next big question that is asked is 
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serif or sans serif. There is no cut-and-dry answer of yes or no to using either one of 

them. Serrell talks about the choice that needs to be left to make it easy on the eyes as 

they are reading the label's information. To understand how to decide what is best there 

needs to be an understanding of what serif and san serif is. When looking at times new 

roman a serif font there are little extensions at the end of the long strokes within the letter. 

A san serif font would lack the extra small strokes of serif fonts.113 

When deciding which way to go with serif and sans serif, it is important to 

understand that it is a style decision and not so much one based on the legibility of the 

words on the label. The font you use will dictate which style fits best within the 

parameters of the labels. Exhibit labels have correct uses for font and sizes as well. A font 

will determine how easily a visitor can read the labels throughout the exhibit. It is 

important to note that there is no standard on font type for labels like in academic writing. 

The most common easy-to-read fonts are Times Roman, Bodoni, Caslon, Century Old 

Style, and Clarendon. All of these are fonts people are used to seeing, choosing fonts that 

people recognize makes it easier for visitors to want to read the text on the labels.114 

The next thing to consider when designing labels is whether or not to use boldface 

font or regular face font. Bold face is normally best used for titles. There is no hard yes or 

no answer to this question, it is more a preference on what you feel is best. Serrell does 

note that bold words in the middle of paragraphs tend to break up the flow of reading. 
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Bold font draws in attention to the eye, and this will affect how the visitor reads and 

perceives the information.115 The font and size chosen need to be based on the size of the 

space, the complexity of the exhibit, and label type. Font size is another major contributor 

to how the visitor will take in the label that narrates the information of the exhibit. The 

ideal size range for font is no less than eighteen-point font and no more than thirty-six-

point font. Titles and captions should be between twenty-to-twenty-four-point font. While 

the body of the text ideally is at the low end at eighteen-point font size. These sizes are at 

the prime level to have a visitor read them from about twenty inches away. It will be easy 

on the eyes and thus will encourage a visitor want to engage in the exhibit by reading the 

labels.116 

Once the exhibit plan is finalized, last step is to begin fabrication of the exhibit. 

Now, the staff brings their exhibit to life. At this point, the exhibit developers arrange the 

physical items and labels. The whole interpretative story, that has been researched for a 

long time, is finally coming about and the exhibit take shape. The actual fabrication and 

installation are not planned for my project at this time. My project will have a completed 

exhibit planned out and ready to be handed over to the East Texas Oil Museum for 

installation if and when they have the ability to do so.  

This capstone thesis project includes an interpretative plan to guide me through 

planning and designing the exhibit on H. L. Hunt’s contributions to the East Texas oil 

 
115 Serrell, Exhibit Labels, 273; Dean, Museum Exhibition, 129-131. 
116 Serrell, Exhibit Labels, 275. 
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boom and the Texas oil industry. The project will show that I understand and can 

implement the practices discussed in this chapter. It will demonstrate an understanding of 

interpretation, exhibit flow and structure, and the importance of exhibit labels and 

narrative. The exhibit will show my ability to produce and provide the public a history 

within their community. As a public historian and designer of an exhibit I have used 

historical research methods to interpret the historical information in order to create and 

fabricate an exhibit.  
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CHAPTER 3 

Exhibit Panel Planning and Design 

This exhibit started with my partnership with Director Olivia Moore at the East 

Texas Oil Museum in Kilgore, Texas. I reached out to Moore and asked what she felt was 

needed to add to the museum. She then gave me a list of a few options for future exhibit 

concepts. Mrs. Moore had mentioned the need for exhibits on prominent women as well 

as other minority groups. She also mentioned that the museum did not have anything on 

H.L. Hunt, who had played a much bigger role in the East Texas oil boom than what the 

museum portrays currently. With this information, I spent some time looking into 

different options of content, and when trying to make my decision, I wanted to pick a 

subject matter I felt that I would not grow tired of and seemed the most interesting to 

research. This is how I landed on H. L. Hunt. I then met with Moore and discussed both 

of our thoughts on Hunt and what might be important to have based on what we knew 

about him at this point in the project. The original plan was to process the limited amount 

of archival material that the East Texas Oil Museum had on Hunt and then begin the 

exhibit planning. The goal of this project was to show that I have the ability to process 

archival and artifactual materials and create an exhibit from the material that I had 

processed. As we began to look at what the museum had on Hunt, we quickly realized 

that there was very little in the museum, and the little bit that they did have, which was 
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less than five items, all of which had already been processed. This led to my project being 

one that focused solely on creating an exhibit on H. L. Hunt.  

 The project evolved throughout my research, writing, and creation. It developed 

with my growth in graduate school with my courses and from painful moments of 

realization and understanding. This project’s themes and subject matter, while always 

revolving around the main theme of H. L. Hunt and the East Texas Oil field, changed as I 

learned who he was and as I learned about the inner workings of the oil business and how 

it evolved in Texas. When I started this project, I was warned over and over not to over-

glorify him and to really make sure I was painting the correct picture of who Hunt was. I, 

in return, spent way too many paragraphs and panel creations where I glorified him in a 

way that should not have been done. It was not true, and it was opinionated. This, in 

hindsight, was the very opposite of what I needed to do. The evolution of this project into 

what it is today followed the evolution of my understanding of how I needed to 

interpretative the research that I had conducted in the least objective way I could. This 

was done by many rewrites and heart-to-hearts with Dr. Beisel and really taking a step 

back and understanding what I needed to do to present my research historically and at the 

level that I had been taught.  

 To begin my project, I accessed the East Texas Oil Museum's collection of H. L. 

Hunt artifacts. I then reviewed my research on his life and started to create an 
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interpretative plan for sharing his story. I took into account Freeman’s principles of 

interpretation while I was creating and planning the content for the panels of the 

exhibit.117 This plan was part of the information that changed over time, while I had the 

pieces that would help tell his story, it was important to be objective and not glorify H. L. 

Hunt's life and person.118 

 When planning the interpretative plan, I chose to focus on Freeman Tilden’s six 

key principles telling the story of historical information in a way that is perceived well by 

the public and accurately represents the history of the person or item. Graham Black 

chose to take Tilden’s understanding and describe it as “An educational activity which 

aims to reveal meanings and relationships through the use of original objects, by first-

hand experience and by illustrative media rather than simply to communicate factual 

information.”119 I chose to take what Tilden created as a guide and mix it with the more 

updated principles and guides that, Graham Black and Edward Alexander had added to 

stay with current standards and best practices when creating interpretation for the exhibit 

panels.  

 When looking at the subject matter of the H. L. Hunt Exhibit and the pieces that 

are in the exhibit, which include the original contract between Hunt and Joiner, a pair of 

 
117 Freeman Tilden, Interpreting Our Heritage, 4th Edition (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina 

Press, 2007); Allison Horrock, “Reinterpreting Freeman Tilden's Interpreting Our Heritage,” National 

Council on Public History, https://ncph.org/history-at-work/reinterpreting-freeman-tilden/. 
118 Thomas Cauvin, Public History: A Textbook of Practice (New York: Routledge, 2016), 140-146. 
119 Graham Black, The Engaging Museum: Developing Museums for Visitor Involvement (London: 

Routledge, 2005), 177. 

https://ncph.org/history-at-work/reinterpreting-freeman-tilden/
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his baby shoes, and the museum’s few photographs of Hunt. These items would help to 

tell his story. While I mainly planned to tell the story of his contributions to the oil boom 

in East Texas, having pieces from his childhood helped to shape the narrative to share a 

little bit about his past and what led up to who he was when Hunt entered the oil industry 

in Texas. Using Black's methods of not stating only facts, I have chosen to add interactive 

elements to the exhibit. On the panel that displays the baby shoes, the option is to have 

lacing stations on each side of the panel so that children can interact with the exhibit and 

relate to the shoes in the exhibit. Another place that I am implementing interactive pieces 

is on the panel that shares a quote from an employee of Hunt’s. This panel will have a 

drop box, paper, and a pen or pencil. On the panel it encourages people to have fun and 

think about what they would say about their employer and to write their own quotes. 

Adding these interactive elements adds to the experience and helps to engage the guest in 

the learning process. The article “Families First! Rethinking Exhibits to Engage All 

Ages,” Anne Grimes Rand, Robert Kiihne, and Sarah Watkins wrote, “Families are the 

first learning community that a person experiences.”120 This is why I felt it was important 

in my plan to interpret Hunt’s story that I include ways to interact and engage with 

children.  

 Once I had planned out how I wanted to tell his story, I started working on 

planning the exhibit's design and layout. I went to visit the museum a few times. This is 

 
120 Anne Grimes Rand, Robert Kiihne, and Sarah Watkins, “Families First! Rethinking Exhibits to Engage 

All Ages,” History News 64, no. 1 (2009): 1–8, http://www.jstor.org/stable/42654197. 
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where I was able to determine the best place to install the exhibit. It gave me a chance to 

look at the size of the space and the flow of the current space, the lighting at different 

times, and what colors were currently in the space. When looking at the different 

elements, I was able to use this information to help me plan out the exhibit based on the 

best practices discussed in chapter two for exhibit design, flow, and colors.121 

 The space chosen is in front area of the museum, where an eight-foot-tall statue of 

H. L. Hunt currently stands. A large wall of windows allows in a lot of natural light. The 

back wall is a full mural of roughnecks working on oil rigs. The mural is full of tans, 

greys, and browns, while the statue is slate and has a greenish-blue marble base. Figures 

1-3 show the space taken the day I went to survey the area and take measurements. 

  

 

121 Tom Klobe, Exhibitions, Concept, Planning, and Design (Washington DC: The AAM Press, 2012), 5-8, 

21; Bogle, Museum Exhibition Planning and Design (Walnut Creek, CA: AltaMira Press, 2013), 11-12; 

Dean, Museum Exhibition: Theory and Practice (New York: Routledge, 1996), 53-55. 
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Figure 2. Proposed exhibit area with base of H. L. Hunt statue in the East Texas Oil 

Museum. Photographed by Ashley Watson.  

 

 

Figure 3. Proposed exhibit area with the base of the H. L. Hunt statue and the wall of 

windows at the East Texas Oil Museum. Photograph by Ashley Watson.  
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Figure 4. Proposed exhibit area with the base of the H. L. Hunt statue and the mural on 

the back wall in the East Texas Oil Museum. Photograph by Ashley Watson.  

 

The measurements of the area that has usable space in this section are about 

eighteen feet wide and eleven feet high. The plan is to use the space along the wall with 

the mural starting at the left end and working towards the Hunt statue. The hope is to 

have modern simple low to the ground panel mounts to allow for the mural to be 

undisturbed as well as to help with the flow of the exhibit. I have created ten panels, 

which allows each panel to be around 21-25 inches long and about 18- 20 inches tall. The 

goal is to create a forced flow from the entrance of this area and wrap around the statue. 

122 The reason behind this is due to the museum’s limited space and the single entrance 

into the space. The planned flow will help guide the narrative of the panels and what the 

visitors view from the content as they advance through the exhibit.123 Figures 5-7 are 

 
122 Bogle, Museum Exhibition Planning and Design, 247. 
123 Klobe, Exhibitions, 21-22. 
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examples of different mounts that would work with the flow and design of the exhibit and 

the different pieces in the museum’s collection. 

 
Figure 5. Example of a panel that has a display case in the middle. An example for the 

shoe panel in the Hunt exhibit. Photograph by Ashley Watson at the National Museum of 

the Pacific War in Fredericksburg, Texas.  

  

 

Figure 6. Example of a panel layout useful for the lease agreement document panel in the 

Hunt exhibit.  Photo taken by Ashley Watson at the National Museum of the Pacific War 

in Fredericksburg, Texas.  
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Figure 7. Example of a digital panel that could display the agreement between Hunt and 

Joiner. Photo taken by Ashley Watson at the National Museum of the Pacific War in 

Fredericksburg, Texas.  

 

Once the exhibit's flow was designed, the next step was to start planning the 

exhibit panels. Elizabeth Bogle talks about the importance of choosing the most 

appropriate colors for your exhibit. The exhibit colors affect how the guest perceives the 

exhibit and its content. The goal is to have colors that speak to the many different age 

groups and demographics. In chapter two, I discussed the colors that are more effective 

for different age groups.124 When choosing the colors for my panels, I needed to consider 

the lighting in the space. The space has a wall of windows; I needed to consider that the 

light would fluctuate throughout the day when the weather changes. David Dean 

 
124 Bogle, Museum Exhibition Planning and Design, 200-204. For more detail on light, see Klobe, 

Exhibitions,14-17.  
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discusses the light and how it affects colors in his book Museum Exhibitions, and it was a 

key element when I chose the colors in my panels. I choose to use the color scheme of 

greens, blues, oranges, and yellows to compliment the colors that are currently in the 

space which are tans, creams, greens, blues, and browns.125 Figure 8 shows the colors 

chosen for the panels for the exhibit.  

 

Figure 8. Hunt exhibit panel color selections. Created by Ashley Watson. 

 

The next step in creating the panels for the exhibit was to take the historical 

research, use it in the interpretive plan, and meld these together with the collection items 

 
125 Dean, Museum Exhibition, 33-35. 
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to start adding the labels and text to the panels. This is where the narrative of the exhibit 

starts to take shape and come together. The function of an exhibit in a history museum 

and its main goal is to tell a story. This is where the interpretive labels come into play and 

help to shape the story of H. L. Hunt. I then used Beverly Serrell’s approach to 

interpretive labels. In her book, she wrote, “Let your labels be jumping-off places for 

people’s imaginations. Let them fill in many more words and feelings.” This was a quote 

I used as a checkpoint of sorts to make sure the information I provided visitors was 

shaped in an interpretive manner that lets them create and shape the narrative based on 

my historical research.  

My goal with my labels was not to overload the guests with lots of text and 

information when they looked at each panel. I wanted to keep the reading level at a no 

more than an eighth grade reading level. Having a  panel that has to many words or uses 

word that are way above the level of reading most used in an exhibit has been proven to 

prevent guests from wanting to explore and learn. I did not want this exhibit to be one 

that people glance at, get overwhelmed, and move on. I chose to follow Serrell's 

guidelines and keep the text short and informative.126 

The type of font and the size of the font were the next tasks at hand when creating 

exhibit labels. The readability of a font, again, is a major contributor to how a guest will 

perceive and interact with an exhibit. Both Serrell and Dean talk about the importance of 

 
126 Serrell, Exhibit Labels, 97. 
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font types and sizes in their books on museum exhibits.127 After studying both their 

chapters on fonts, I chose Times New Roman and Ariel Black fonts. This means that I 

went with a mixture of serif and san serif fonts. The choice to use both came down to the 

fact that some panels had less space for text, and a san serif font takes less room. They 

are also less mechanical in appearance. Figure 9 is an example of a section of one of the 

panels that shows both fonts being used and how they are clear and easily readable for 

multiple age groups.  

 
Figure 9. Example of panel 4 from the H. L. Hunt exhibit.  

 

 
127 Serrell, Exhibit Labels, 270-273; Dean, Museum Exhibition, 126-131. 
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Once the labels were planned out with content, word count, font, and font size. 

The next step was to put all this information together to create the panels, which has been 

a process. I have changed the layout; I played with which colors would look best on each 

piece of the panel. I considered different shapes and designs to create the final panels that 

detail the life of H. L. Hunt and his contributions to the Texas oil industry. In the 

proposed Hunt exhibit the artifacts that will be on display are a pair of Hunt’s baby shoes 

that were donated to the East Texas Oil Museum by Hunt’s family member.  The shoes 

used in the panel will have an interactive feature for people to tie shoelaces and think 

about their childhood shoes. The next artifact is the lease agreement Hunt and Joiner 

signed for the Daisy Bradford leases of land. This artifact will be used in a panel that will 

allow visitors to read the first page and the official seal. There will be a digital copy of 

the agreement that the museum has scanned and can be used on a digital panel for visitors 

to scroll through and see the full agreement. Finally, the exhibit will include six 

photographs the museum has in its H. L. Hunt collection. These will be used throughout 

the Hunt exhibit to make the panels have more of a personal feel due to the lack of 

artifacts related to Hunt at the East Texas Oil Museum. 

The artifacts used in the Hunt exhibit are old and need to be cared for in their own 

perspective ways. Hunt’s baby shoes for example should not be left in harsh and direct 

sunlight. The hope is that this panel will be shaded by the statue and will not be in direct 

sunlight. The lease agreement needs to be stored in an airtight container out of direct 

sunlight and air. It has been on display for many years. Due to the condition of the 
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agreement and the need to conserve it to allow for use in the future, I choose to only use 

high quality scans of the lease agreement to preserve the historical document. The six 

photographs used in the exhibit will also be high quality digital scans of the original 

images to preserve the condition of the photographs and allow them to be printed on the 

panels. This will allow the East Texas Oil Museum to use the reproduced items on display 

face where they are subject to UV rays, harsh lights, environmental changes and in some 

cases, visitors touching them. A public historian's main objective when dealing with 

archival and artificial pieces is to use proper conservation techniques and preservation to 

care for the collection.  

The East Texas Oil Museum will receive a USB drive with the PowerPoint 

presentation of the panels and a digital copy of this capstone thesis project so that it will 

have the research material and resources to answer any questions that may be asked about 

the Hunt exhibit. The panels can be sent to any company of the museum’s choosing to 

print and install them. This will allow for easy access to the material, and it allows them 

to adjust size and structure if they need to fit their current needs. The story of Hunt can 

now be displayed and told so that the guests in the East Texas Oil Museum will 

understand his prominent role in the East Texas Oil Boom.  
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CONCLUSION 

This project has given me the chance to showcase my historical research skills 

and my understanding of best practices for exhibit planning and creation. It has allowed 

me to demonstrate the methods I have learned while in school by creating this proposed 

exhibit for the East Texas Oil Museum in Kilgore, Texas. Being able to prove why H. L. 

Hunt was a major contributor to the East Texas Oil Boom and why his role influenced the 

oil industry in Texas and then create an interpretive exhibit based on my historical 

research proves that I have learned and gained a multitude of skills and information while 

in graduate school at Stephen F. Austin State University. 

This thesis project allowed me to use the information that we were taught in class 

and to demonstrate the skills we were taught. This project helped me to gain an 

understanding of the public history field and how to put the information and skills taught 

during this time to good use by educating the public. H. L. Hunt was a major part of the 

oil industry in Texas and made a name for himself during the East Texas Oil Boom. The 

East Texas Oil Museum in Kilgore, Texas will benefit greatly from this exhibit. This 

exhibit fits into the museum’s mission and follows its plan to interpret the history of the 

East Texas Oil Boom and educate the public on the way life was during the boom. My 

hope is that the museum will be able to use this exhibit and the research to better its 

mission and that the story of who Hunt was and what his role will interest visitors.  
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This project has strengthened my historical research and writing skills as well as 

allowed me to create an interpretive exhibit that I will be able to show future employers 

and use as a reference to what I understand and know when it comes to the planning and 

fabrication of an exhibit. My goal is to use this project to grow in the field of public 

history and continue to make history more accessible to the public in ways they enjoy 

learning about the past. 
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