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Note on Translation

No history of Galicia is complete without an explanation of the principles
of translation chosen by the author. German, Polish, Ukrainian, and Yid-
dish speakers each resided in the province, and each had their own ap-
pellations for places and for people, nicely represented by Alexander
Granach’s essay “I Come from Wierzbowce/Werbowitz/Werbiwzi.” The
province’s capital was alternately known as Lemberg (German and Yid-
dish), Lwów (Polish), L’viv (Ukrainian), Lvov (Russian), and Leopol
(French); the capital of the oil region as Drohobycz (Polish and German),
Drohobych (Ukrainian), Drohobich (Yiddish), and Drogobych (Russian).
Where modern English equivalents exist, as they do for most major cities,
I have chosen to use them, hence Vienna, Cracow, Warsaw, and Lviv. For
other cities, towns, and villages within Galicia, I have chosen to use the
Polish names. The only exception to this general policy is made in quo-
tations or titles translated from Ukrainian, in which I have maintained
the transliterated Ukrainian spelling. The other logical alternative would
be to use today’s border between Poland and Ukraine as an approxima-
tion of the Polish-language area and the Ukrainian-language area during
the time under consideration. Although using Ukrainian versions of place
names to the east of this border would acknowledge that the majority of
residents of many of these towns and all of these villages were Ukrainian
speakers, it would be anachronistic. I have chosen not to attempt to
remedy with my own terminology the wrongs done Ukrainian speakers
in previous centuries, since distinguishing between Polish and Ukrainian
Galicia would require projecting the current independence of Ukraine
back into an earlier time in which an independent Ukrainian state was
difficult to imagine. It would also imply a linguistic uniformity in each
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of the province’s two halves that simply did not exist. In the nineteenth
century, Poles and the Polish language were very much dominant in both
eastern and western Galicia, even where they were numerically inferior.
Using Polish names reflects the fact that, from the late 1860s, Polish was
the official language of Galicia, and symbolizes my conviction that the
province’s political, social, and economic elites were themselves Polish
speakers. Use of the word Borysław is thus in no way intended to carry
irredentist implications that this area is naturally part of Poland.
I have honored the version of personal names that appears to have

been preferred by the individual in question. So Szczepanowski, a self-
declared Pole, is Stanisław Szczepanowski, not Stanislaus, although his
name appears in both variations in contemporary sources.
The use of the term “Ruthenian” to describe the Ukrainian-speaking

residents of the Austrian Empire in the first six chapters respects contem-
porary terminology. The people described as Ruthenians did not them-
selves object to this term in the nineteenth century. Only slowly over the
course of the first two decades of the twentieth century did “Ukrainian”
become the term of preference, intended to emphasize the connection
between those Ukrainian speakers who were Austrian and those who were
Russian subjects. (Symbolic of this transformation, the Ruthenische Revue
became the Ukrainische Rundschau in 1906.) However, after the First
World War, to refer to Ukrainian speakers west of the Zbruch River as
Ruthenians was a political statement that denied them the status of a
nation. By that time, the term had become offensive to politically aware
Ukrainians. I have therefore chosen to use the word “Ukrainian” in my
own references to all Ukrainian speakers in chapter 7, retaining “Ruthe-
nian” only in translations of quotations that use that term.
I have tried to make this study accessible to readers unfamiliar with

one or more of the various languages used in the sources on which it
depends (German, Polish, Ukrainian, French, and Russian). This requires
translating titles and offices, even where no clear English equivalent exists.
At the top of the provincial executive government sat the viceroy (Stat-
thalter, namiestnik, namisnyk), surrounded by the staff of the viceroy’s
office (Statthalterei, namiestnictwo, namisnytstwo). The viceroy’s office
oversaw eighty-five districts (Bezirkshauptmannschaft, powiat, povit),
each presided over by a chief district magistrate (Bezirkshauptmann, sta-
rosta, starosta). The smallest unit of political organization was the local
community (Gemeinde, gmina, hromada). Oversight of the oil industry
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fell under the jurisdiction of the Provincial Mining Office (Berghaupt-
mannschaft), based in Cracow. The province was divided into four district
mining offices (Revierbergämter), in Cracow, Jasło, Drohobycz, and
Stanisławów. Other offices and titles that appear throughout the text are
listed here:

District Court
Exchequer Hofkammer
Factory Inspector Gewerbeinspektor
Fleet Commando Flottenkommando
Front High Command Etappenoberkommando
Imperial Parliament Reichsrat
Mining Authority Bergbehörde
Mining Commissioner Bergkommissär
Mining Councillor Bergrat
Mining Inspector Berginspektor
Mining Police Bergpolizei
Naval Section Marinesektion
Polish Club Koło Polskie
Polish People’s Party Polskie Stronnictwo Ludowe
President of the Provincial Diet Marszałek
Prime Minister Ministerpräsident
Provincial Diet Landtag/Sejm
Viceregal Councilor Statthaltereirat/Radca namiest-

nictwa
Viceregal Presidium Statthalterei Präsidium/Prezydyum

The sources used for this book contain references to prices and valu-
ations in numerous currencies. From 1867 to 1892, the basic unit of
currency in Austria-Hungary was the silver florin (or gulden), which was
equivalent to 100 kreuzer. In 1892, Austria-Hungary switched to the gold
standard and introduced a new currency, the crown (Kronen). One crown
equaled 0.5 florins and could be divided into 100 heller. The value of
Austrian currency was not stable enough to be convertible until 1896 (see
Marc Flandreau and John Komlos, “Core or Periphery? The Credibility
of the Austro-Hungarian Currency 1867–1913,” Journal of European Eco-
nomic History [Italy] 2002 31, no. 2: 293–320). In order to make it easier

Namiestnictwa

Bezirksgericht/Okr¹g powiatowy
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for readers to get a sense of comparative values, I have provided equiv-
alents of all other currencies in crowns wherever I was able to establish
a reasonably accurate exchange rate.
All translations, unless otherwise indicated, are my own.
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Introduction

This study describes the human institutions, traditions, and preoccupa-
tions that helped shape the oil industry in the Austrian Empire and con-
tributed as much to its fate as the geological features that created, five
hundred million years ago or more, the oil that that industry began to
exploit a mere century and a half ago. The lessons to be drawn from this
story are widely applicable. Methodologically, they force us to reconsider
our reliance on modern national boundaries for conceptualizing the or-
ganization of social, political, cultural, economic, and environmental
change in the past. They contribute to an ongoing challenge to popular
stories of modernization, of worker consciousness, of the redrawing of
borders, and of the importance of diplomacy. These issues are not re-
stricted to the Galician case or to the Austrian case. Nevertheless, one of
this story’s most important lessons is that the development of an oil
industry—however international the politics and economics of oil may
be—is also profoundly local. One must understand the local environment
and, to borrow terminology from Fernand Braudel, its social, cultural,
political, and economic landscapes1 in all their complexity in order to
understand why oil did or did not bring prosperity to those who attached
their fates to it. In this particular case, that local environment was the oil
basin that ran through the Austrian province of Galicia (and now is di-
vided between the republics of Poland and Ukraine).
Human beings played no role in the actual creation of petroleum (lit-

erally, “rock oil”), nor were they present to witness its gradual formation.
Nevertheless, geologists have been able to reconstruct what they believe
to have been petroleum’s origins. The explanation that is most popular
today is the organic theory, which holds that oil was created over the
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course of a great many years as millions of tiny sea creatures (plant and
animal organisms, a sort of prehistoric plankton) died and their corpses
sank one by one to the ocean floor. Over vast stretches of time, they were
covered with layers of sediment and deprived of oxygen. The combination
of immense pressure from sedimentary rock, the heat created by that
pressure, and the activity of anaerobic bacteria transformed this biomass
into petroleum. The necessary mixture of chemical and biological ingre-
dients and geological conditions marked only the beginning of oil’s ac-
tivity, however. Once the petroleum had formed, it did not rest in its
original nursery, peacefully awaiting discovery. Gases pushed oil from its
primary slumbering places to secondary beds, bubbling and pressing
against any weakness in its rocky cradle. Oil migrated along the path of
least resistance from one geological layer to another, moving through
porous rocks and sometimes even reaching the surface of the earth—or,
in some cases, remaining locked beneath impermeable layers of rock in
vast underground reservoirs often far distant from its place of origin.
Like most scientific theories that we now take to be self-evident, this

one did not emerge without its share of controversy. In the pages of
mining and petroleum trade journals throughout the nineteenth century,
scholars and geologists debated whether the creation of oil under the
earth’s surface continued or had ceased entirely, whether it was of inor-
ganic or organic origin, and in the second case, whether the biomass that
led to oil’s creation was primarily plant or animal matter.2 Only oil’s
antiquity, which seemed to invite biblical imagery, was beyond question.
The author of a 1925 monograph on petroleum described a world in
which oil drills had replaced Gabriel’s trumpet: “The poor souls of the
living creatures that were once buried in the ocean floor certainly did not
expect that they would experience the resurrection of their fats before
Judgment Day. They have been all too rudely awoken from their peace.”3

It is with that awakening that a history of the oil industry can rightly
begin.
For millions of years, human beings did not interfere in the process of

petroleum’s creation or in its movement. They did not add to or diminish
it; they did not explore the depths of the earth in search of it, exploit its
energy, or set it aflame for their own purposes. Even after the human
discovery of the usefulness of petroleum, which sources suggest occurred
in antiquity, humans’ ability to collect it was limited for millennia to
retrieving oil on or close to the earth’s surface. Thus one cannot call this
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a history of oil, or even of Galician oil. This story begins when the ac-
tivities of men and women on the earth’s surface began to affect hidden
sources of petroleum under it: that is, when the scale of human influence
on petroleum began to compete with geological givens in determining
how much oil there was, where and when it moved, and what was done
with it. This book is, then, a history of the Galician oil industry, of the
social, cultural, and political forces that shaped it, and of the new envi-
ronment it created.

Before tanks replaced horses on the battlefields of Europe, before sub-
marines and airplanes led to the mechanization of warfare, and long
before the two-car garage and the democratization of airplane travel, pe-
troleum was essential—to European and North American consumers, in-
dustrialists, and military planners alike. Dependence on petroleum began
when one of its by-products, kerosene, became a cheap and safe way to
illuminate homes, railway stations, and other public buildings after dark.
By the outbreak of the First World War, however, petroleum’s use as a
source of energy to power machinery via the internal combustion engine
began to overtake its use as a source of light. “Hydrocarbon man,” a
creature with whom we are all too familiar today, had emerged.4 If we
were to find ourselves transported to the beginning of the twentieth cen-
tury, much of what we would see on the pages of petroleum trade journals
would seem familiar. Then, as now, oil prices were carefully watched and
had the power to make or break personal fortunes and even national
economies. Many of the key players in the global oil game have remained
the same: the United States and Russia rank among the largest oil pro-
ducers in the world today and headed up the list one hundred years ago
as well. The vast oil fields of the Middle East were unknown in 1900, but
were soon to be discovered. By 1925, Persia had become the world’s sixth-
largest producer of oil over the entire period of the oil industry’s exis-
tence.5 Mexico and Venezuela were also major producers in the years
before the First World War, as they are today. Those who remember the
bombing of the Romanian oil fields during the Second World War would
not be surprised to learn that Romania was among the top five oil pro-
ducers at the turn of the twentieth century.
Along with the familiar elements of the oil industry around 1900, how-

ever, we would also encounter surprising and even strange ones. Rounding
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out the list of the world’s top producers at the beginning of the twentieth
century is one region that had no place in it at the century’s end: the
Austrian province of Galicia. Thanks to its Galician oil fields, Austria-
Hungary was the third-largest oil-producing region in the world in 1909,
accounting for 5 percent of world production. It ranked among the top
five every year from the middle of the nineteenth century until 1910 and
was not displaced from the top ten until after the end of the First World
War. In 1920, only four countries had contributed more to the global
production of oil over the entire course of the preceding seventy years
than had Galicia.6 The history of Galicia’s oil production—like that of
the province itself—is today a little-known curiosity. In 1909, however,
Galicia sparkled like a gem on the tip of every oil driller’s tongue, and
its oil industry held the hopes for retirement in comfort of many a
London waitress turned investor. Perhaps Galicia itself seemed as exotic
then as it does today, but its oil industry was anything but unfamiliar.
Newspapers in London, Paris, Brussels, Berlin, Vienna, and New York
reported Galician oil production and price statistics that were studied with
care by investors all over Europe and even in North America. One cannot
understand Galicia, nor Austria, nor even Europe so long as this fact is
obscured by the vagaries of politics and war (which destroyed Galicia)
and the nostalgic insistence that Galicia was always a purely agricultural
province.
Although petroleum runs like a black thread through this entire book,

connecting each of its elements to all others, it is not this story’s protag-
onist. Oil often appears to have agency, and humans’ inability to control
its behavior is a very important part of the history of its exploitation. But
the story of oil in the absence of human involvement would not interest
many readers. Oil achieved the monumental importance it now holds for
human society only when people started first to exploit it and then to
rely on it as a source of energy in the mid-nineteenth century. The very
unpredictability that seems to make oil an actor in its own right only
becomes apparent when people try to force it to behave as they wish and
to serve their own agenda. In a story about the exploitation of oil—its
production, chemical transformation, distribution, and consumption—
oil itself can at best be the means that the protagonists use to achieve
their goal or at worst be the antagonist—a force (whether human, animal,
or, as in this case, natural) that hinders the protagonists.
Who, then, are the protagonists? They are all those people who hoped
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to use oil to achieve a certain goal—and they are legion. The task of this
study is to understand those goals, whether or not they were achieved,
and why. In the twenty-first century, oil is immediately linked in our
minds to a very specific set of goals alluded to by Daniel Yergin in his
masterful study of the international oil industry, The Prize: The Epic Quest
for Oil, Money, and Power. The most famous story in the history of the
oil industry is that of John D. Rockefeller, the founder of Standard Oil,
who was phenomenally successful in his pursuit of the money and power
that could be gained through the effective manipulation of people’s in-
creasing need for petroleum. Today we often feel that political and mil-
itary actions of the greatest import can be explained with one word: oil.
When we refer to oil in that context, we really mean the money to be
made by selling it and the power that comes from controlling it.
Money and power are an important part of the story of oil exploitation

in the Austrian Empire as well, but it is striking how often the goals
motivating the protagonists were more complicated than the image of
men and women inspired by greed and ambition would admit. It is a
truism to say that oil represented different things to different people, yet
this obvious and trite statement is the necessary beginning of an analysis
of what motivated oil’s exploitation in the days before life without the
internal combustion engine was unimaginable. For the inventors of the
first kerosene lamps, oil represented a challenge to the ingenuity of
the scientist. For some of the hundreds of thousands of workers drawn
to the oil fields, it held out the promise of freedom—whether temporary
or permanent—from the oppressive routine of agricultural life and of-
fered all the good times a few days’ worth of money earned hard but fast
could buy. Oil towns in Galicia, like oil towns in Pennsylvania or Texas,
were decried as centers of licentiousness, lust, and liquor—a reputation
that made them as appealing to some as it made them appalling to others.
At the same time, a different cast of worker-peasants used a spell of hard
labor in the oil fields to make extra money not to escape agricultural life,
but to return to it empowered.
For some entrepreneurs, founding an oil empire meant attaining a

degree of personal prestige attractive enough to draw them from across
the Atlantic Ocean. But for other businessmen, the oil companies they
founded and ran were a vehicle for the moral improvement of their
workers, skilled and unskilled. They saw the benefit of oil extraction in
the kind of industry that describes a person (industrious) rather than an
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economy (industrial). For still others, oil stood at the heart of an eco-
nomic development seen as a proxy for (and eventually a bridge to)
political independence. Oil exploitation was thus about national revival,
independence, autonomy, and patriotism. The geologists, chemists, and
engineers who made a living by applying their scholarship to the oil
industry understood their contribution to their society as greater than
the generation of profit. They argued that oil was the carrier of light and
of progress, part of a civilizing mission that would illuminate Europe’s
darkest regions. For military planners, oil could be the key to winning
war. For nationalists, it could finance (figuratively and literally) the re-
alization of national identity and support arguments for historic conti-
nuity. In an era of fluid borders and transient states, oil could justify or
belie individuals’ and nations’ claims to own or have rights to land.
Even though oil was a tool used to forge an independent nation, how-

ever, the oil industry was also the site of much pragmatic decision
making, which undercuts historians’ emphasis on the national above all
else. The same oil industrialists who extolled the national-economic value
of oil to Poland with one breath exploited their connection to Austrian
consumers and the Austrian military with the other. As one prominent
historian of the Austrian Empire has noted, “the responsibilities of the
provincial, district, and communal governments” grew markedly through-
out the empire in its last decades.7 This does not mean, however, that
the connection to Vienna weakened. The enthusiasm that local politicians
in the oil basin and interest groups representing oil producers and refiners
showed for assistance from Vienna when it suited their needs is a useful
reminder that local autonomy and the unitary state, or at least the “de-
centralized unitary state,” can be complementary phenomena.8

Methodologically, oil—or, for that matter, any natural resource that is
the site of political, cultural, social, and economic controversy—provides
the historian with the opportunity to avoid privileging one set of protag-
onists over others. By considering a single commodity, oil, one is able to
ask questions that cut across the traditional boundaries of nation, state,
and even class. What questions does oil—itself uninterested in adminis-
trative, linguistic, or social demarcations—demand be asked? What units
of analysis are most useful in understanding it? The borders of the oil
basin itself are determined geologically, but the social and political units
that shape its exploitation are local, regional, national, continental, and
global.
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Studying an early oil industry helps us perceive more clearly our pre-
conceptions about what is modern. The story of modernization is told
as the story of the triumph of state building and nation building, of
capitalism and industrialization, of class-based societies, of globalization,
and of imperialism. The assumptions that we make about the intercon-
nectedness of these various features—and about their creation of societies
that we consider to be recognizably modern—increasingly have come
under attack. In the case of the Galician oil industry, we see many of the
markers of the modern world: industrial development, capital investment,
legal structures supporting private property ownership, socialism, global
economic networks, imperialism, and war, yet the sum of these modern
innovations is a materially impoverished society characterized by outra-
geous social hierarchies, intolerance, persecution, and ignorance. This
story proves that the discovery of oil, however modern a resource it may
be, does not set in motion a predetermined set of events or course of
development. It reminds us, further, that there is nothing ineluctable
about industrial development at all. The Galician oil industry followed a
trajectory determined not by History or Progress, but rather by the social,
cultural, political, and economic context of the specific time and the spe-
cific place in which it rose and fell: that is, by its Galician, Austrian, and
European environments.
The classic approach to writing about the Galician oil industry in the

past has been to squeeze it into the paradigm of the national industry
that promised, but sadly failed, to bring national prosperity—an industry
peopled with national heroes and thwarted by foreign villains. It is not a
comfortable fit. The industry’s modern heroes—oil pioneers and entre-
preneurs—are honored by no one. In some cases, their reputations were
tarnished by criminal trials; in others, their corporate empires were dis-
solved by new nations that needed to reconfigure in order to rebuild.
Their biographies are left out of biographical dictionaries by compilers
looking for national heroes, not for pragmatic businessmen willing to
tolerate fluid national units. The industry’s workers were carefree young
men who whiled away their idle hours not by reading Marx, but with
staggering alcohol consumption and rowdy behavior, and who, when they
did go on strike, sought principally to undermine their own health in-
surance. This “national” Austrian industry was financed by the French,
British, and Belgians, legislated by Germans and Poles, inspired by North
Americans and worked by men and women speaking primarily Ukrainian,
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Polish, Yiddish, German, and English, but also a host of other languages.
Its promise of wealth was as appealing in London and Brussels as it was
in Lviv and Borysław, and its perils were as terrifying for investors in
Berlin and bureaucrats in Vienna as for workers in the pits of the over
130 towns and villages where oil was extracted in Galicia.
Few enterprises demand as high a tolerance of risk as the attempt to

earn a profit from oil. The greatest risk comes long before any possibility
of reaping a pecuniary reward: exploration for and discovery of oil claim
far more victims than they create victors. When crude oil is found, it
must be extracted—the focus of Galicia’s many producers. If producers
are competing with one another for access to the same pool, the oil must
be extracted quickly. Here the risk of catastrophe is great, either because
of too little oil or too much. In the first case, producers suffer when wells
fail to produce enough to cover the high costs of exploration and drilling.
In the second case, success in finding oil turns into failure if it cannot be
sold at a profit because of impossibly low prices caused by excessive
supply in relation to current demand.
Producers have limited tools with which to protect themselves from

these dangers. The two most effective are cooperation with other pro-
ducers and vertical integration. Without the kind of cooperation made
possible by cartels, it is nearly impossible to run a profitable operation
based on production alone. In the words of one of the oil industry’s most
irresistibly witty analysts: “If industries, whose raw materials are in un-
limited supply and in which exploitation methods do not necessarily im-
peril the future, elect to put their trust in day-to-day expediency reflected
in the workings of a free market, that is their business. But if ever the
case for co-ordination of interests has been made, it is on the producing
side of the oil industry.”9 The problem, of course, is that such cooperation
is difficult to establish and more difficult still to maintain. Cooperation
in the form of price agreements or output quotas is attractive during
periods of overproduction, when prices collapse, but when it solves the
problem of oversupply and prices begin to rise, the temptation to
abandon the agreement inevitably becomes irresistible to at least some of
a cartel’s members, making extended cooperation nearly impossible.10

More success has been achieved by companies that have turned to
vertical integration, as did all of the major international oil corporations
at the turn of the twentieth century, including Standard, Royal Dutch,
Shell, and Anglo-Persian. This requires becoming involved in the other
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steps in the complicated process of bringing oil from wells to consumers.
Extracted crude must first be transported to a refinery, where it is trans-
formed into products ready for household or industrial consumption—
from the heaviest tars and asphalts to the lightest products, including
kerosene, diesel oil, and gasoline. Then those refined products must be
distributed to wholesalers, who consolidate their inventories and sell
products to retailers. Retailers must identify potential consumers, market
their products, and sell them. Having access to local sources of crude oil
provides an oil industry with an advantage only in the first steps of this
process. But to succeed at delivery, refining, and distribution requires
more than on-site production: it requires, above all else, economies of
scale.
All of the large companies recognized the importance of upstream in-

frastructure: pipelines, refining facilities, and distribution networks. Only
vertical integration enabled them to adjust activity at every stage to match
upstream output and downstream capacity.11 A vertically integrated com-
pany can monitor its crude oil production to match its refinery capacity
(refineries are expensive to construct and, to maximize profit, must be
run constantly and at capacity).12 It can, in turn, limit its refining to what
it feels the market will bear. Together these measures serve to adjust
supply to demand, prevent price collapse, and provide stability. This sort
of integration benefits not only individual companies, but the industry
as a whole. In the words of one analyst: “If an entire industry consisted
of only a few integrated companies behaving in this manner and if these
companies refrained from price competition with each other in the
market for end products . . . then for the industry as a whole, supply
would be adjusted to demand very smoothly at the prevailing level of
prices.”13

Vertical integration enabled large companies to impose profit-driven
discipline even where it was not provided by interventionist governments.
Without careful management, there is no way to even out production
flows from the beginning to the end of this process, and without the
stability that even production flows provide, there is no way for oil com-
panies to remain profitable. By coordinating every step along the way—
not only production, but also transportation, refining, and distribution—
and by indulging in other noncompetitive practices to secure dominance,
companies like Standard were able to bring their prices down below those
of almost all their potential competitors (revealing that Standard’s goal
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was not stability for all, but rather profit for itself). Production alone was
never these companies’ focus: in 1918, Standard’s own net crude pro-
duction accounted for only 16 percent of the oil treated in its refineries.14

In a province like Galicia, where production was spread out among
scores of different companies, this kind of coordination would have had
to be provided by another source—an industrial association, a cartel, or
a government body. At the very moment of the Galician oil industry’s
greatest success, its greatest weakness—the complete absence of any po-
litical or economic body able to take on the task of organizing the in-
dustry—was exposed. At no time was the oil industry run solely ac-
cording to economic principles that argued in favor of consolidation,
coordination, and centralized control. Instead, a bevy of external factors—
social, cultural, and political—were allowed to shape the industry. Some-
times economic needs and political goals do not complement one an-
other. National identity and self-determination mean more autonomy,
but an oil industry requires central control, a renunciation of local au-
tonomy in order to enable local industry to flourish. Even when Galician
oil producers were forced to recognize that they needed Vienna’s help,
they were not willing to relinquish any of their own control.

Galicia’s—and Austria’s—political, social, and economic structure, rep-
utation, culture, administration, and location in human terms shaped the
fate of its oil. Concepts of remoteness and isolation are, of course, in-
vested with meaning by human society. Social, economic, and political
considerations—human decisions and patterns of behavior, not geological
givens—determined how much oil would be left underground, howmuch
would be laboriously unearthed, and how much would return to the soil,
seeping into fields and streams. Conditions created by human society
governed how much oil would be set ablaze in violent eruptions, and
how much in the controlled environment of the petroleum lamp. The
value of oil would be decided socially, not geologically, as men and
women created new needs and new uses for a product that quickly moved
from a luxury to a household necessity. Since, in this case, natural bound-
aries came close to following those arbitrary political boundaries created
by men and women, the story begins not with the birth of oil, but with
the birth of Galicia. Because of the importance of the Galician context
for understanding the specific development of the Galician oil industry,
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the first task is to explore and explain the social structure and origins of
Galicia itself.
At first glance, the Kingdom of Galicia does not appear to have been

blessed by nature. Throughout the nineteenth century, the story goes, the
crescent-shaped province marking the northeastern border of the Habs-
burg Empire was devoted exclusively to agriculture—and the land was
not kind. Characterized by repeated crop failures, its agricultural yield
even in the best years was the lowest of all Austrian provinces. Over-
population, combined with primitive agricultural techniques, led to en-
demic famine, which contemporary critics and historians alike have
believed to have caused an estimated fifty thousand deaths from malnu-
trition each year.15 A wave of emigration that started in the 1880s carried
over eight hundred thousand Galicians across the Atlantic Ocean by 1914,
and still Galicia’s population grew by 45 percent to approximately eight
million between 1869 and 1910, making it the empire’s most populous,
as well as its largest, province (about the size of today’s Austria).16 It was
a land that few could love. As for the unlucky inhabitants of this desolate
landscape, government statistics suggested that the local Ruthenian peas-
ants were as underdeveloped as the land they ploughed. In 1905, only 24
percent of male Ruthenian peasants aged twenty-four and older were
literate, compared with 95 percent of the empire’s Germans and Czechs.17

Austrian officials considered the case of the undereducated and underfed
Galician peasants, starving by the tens of thousands and emigrating by
the hundreds of thousands, and shook their heads. Added to growing
national tension between Polish landowners and Ruthenian peasants was
resentment of the local Jewish population; Galicia knew neither prosperity
nor peace. This is the image of Galicia that survives today and is summed
up by one historian: “The reluctance of the large landowners in eastern
Galicia to change the economic status quo (which assured them an un-
limited supply of cheap labor) and the general Austrian policy that con-
sidered Galicia to be an agricultural zone and marketplace (a kind of
‘internal colony’) for products from the industrially advanced western
provinces (Bohemia, Silesia, Lower Austria) are factors that caused the
province to remain an economically underdeveloped territory.”18 While
some historians have emphasized the political freedoms that its residents
enjoyed as citizens of the constitutional Austrian Empire, most insist that
the benefits of civil liberties were outweighed by the miseries associated
with economic backwardness.
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Given the overwhelming preponderance of agriculture and the cen-
trality of village life, oil derricks and refineries, storage tanks, and pipe-
lines have no place in our imagined landscape of Galicia—but they
should. Galicia produced over two million tons of crude oil in 1909,
accounting for 5 percent of world production. Observers lauded the Ga-
lician petroleum industry’s great potential—there seemed to be no reason
why the apparently unlimited supply of petroleum could not cover do-
mestic demand (which it did from 1897) and even be exported—but it
was equally evident that the actual state of the petroleum industry, like
that of the province and its inhabitants, was lamentable. While phrases
such as “Galician Hell,” “Galician Mizrajim [Egypt],” and “Galician
Sodom” complement modern accounts of malnutrition, illiteracy, and the
“idiocy of rural life,” the terms “Polish Baku,” “Galician Golconda,”
“eastern European Pennsylvania,” “Galician El Dorado,” “Austrian Si-
beria,” and “Galician California,” along with comparisons to Australia
and Alaska, more aptly reflect the enthusiasm of the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries. What all of these appellations share is an invi-
tation to comparison with foreign communities similarly characterized by
the excitement of sudden booms and jolting progress upon the discovery
of natural riches—be they in oil (Baku and Pennsylvania), diamonds
(Golconda), silver (Siberia), or gold (El Dorado, California, Alaska, and
Australia).
Oil, it was hoped, might be the salvation of Galicia, a province oth-

erwise without much raw material from which to develop industry. Meta-
phors emphasizing the enlightenment to be expected from this new
product, which was itself principally used for illumination, were plentiful.
The central inspector of the Lviv-Czernowitz railway said in an 1884
lecture, “Petroleum is a lighting material—it is primarily destined to
spread ‘light.’ ”19 The founder of the geology department at the Jagiel-
lonian University in Cracow expressed even stronger optimism about the
effects of petroleum on the morality and well-being of Galicians, writing
in 1905, “Petroleum has played a prominent role in the history of the
development of Galician industry over the past fifty years, in that inhos-
pitable regions have become productive, significant capital could be fruit-
fully invested, and meaningful sums of money sprang forth from a min-
eral that, destined to radiate brightness, was able to bring light and wealth
where there was only poverty.”20

These comments echo a widely held conviction—often obscured by
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references to the general poverty of the province—that Galicia was indeed
blessed by nature, and that human society was to blame for not taking
full advantage of that blessing. Joseph Roth expressed the distinction most
eloquently: “Die Erde ist reich, die Bewohner sind arm” (the earth is rich;
the inhabitants are poor).21 It was hoped that in oil, if in nothing else,
Galicia’s riches would prove boundless. Civil engineer Eduard Schmidt
proudly proclaimed in 1865, “Austria possesses in Galicia immeasurable
quantities of oil.”22

The oil industry’s advocates concluded that since Galicia’s huge pop-
ulation simply could not be supported by agriculture alone, the only way
to improve the lives of the Galician population was through industrial
development. In the words of August Ritter von Gorayski, president of
the Galician Provincial Petroleum Association, “our country [Galicia],
even given the greatest advances [in agriculture], must always lag behind
if it fails to create for itself any industry, through which, without doubt,
the entire civilized world is morally and economically improved.”23 Econ-
omist (and oil entrepreneur) Stanisław Szczepanowski argued that the
conversion from a traditional agricultural economy to a modern indus-
trial economy was a prerequisite for national survival: “For nations not
waiting for providential deliverance, but desiring to rise from misery by
their own exertion, there is only one path—the path of simultaneous
economic, social, and intellectual transformation.”24 At the same time,
however, Galicia’s entire social structure was built on the old agrarian
order, in which prestige and privilege derived directly from landowning.
At the top of that social order were Polish magnates who owned huge
properties, were exempt from most taxes and other communal obliga-
tions, and were endowed with privileges reminiscent of the preemanci-
pation era. Forty percent of all territory in the province belonged to the
latifundia.25 Large landowners controlled over 50 percent of the seats in
the Provincial Diet, although they represented only .4 percent of those
eligible to vote. These landowners were notoriously disinterested in in-
dustrial development in Galicia. According to Ukrainian radical populist
Ivan Franko (1856–1916), the Polish nobility had “always carried a dis-
dain for industry, trade, and commerce.”26

In Galicia, then, professors, engineers, geologists, and economists who
had identified a promising raw material on which to base a new industry
that, they argued, could save Galicians from the malnutrition, disease,
and emigration that would otherwise remain their lot coexisted alongside
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a politically and socially dominant conservative agrarian elite. This would
appear to be the perfect backdrop for disagreement about whether or not
to extract oil in the first place. One can imagine battles between land-
owners fearful of oil spills and industrialists indifferent to their plight—
between progressive defenders of modernization and industrialization and
conservative defenders of the aesthetic and social benefits of tradition. As
the next pages will make clear, there were many opportunities for such
conflicts to erupt, in particular after the repeated natural disasters that
occur wherever oil is exploited. There were indeed disagreements about
who was to blame for the severity of their effects on the physical and
social environment in the oil basin, but there was little conflict in eastern
Galicia about whether or not to extract oil in the first place. Instead,
conflict centered on who should control that oil, who should profit from
it, and who should decide how much it was worth.
The effects of Galicia’s social structure on the development of its in-

dustry were grounded in its evolving political relationship with Vienna.
Initially, Vienna sought to include the province within the centralized
empire as closely as possible by standardizing administration, laws, and
education. In the aftermath of the Austro-Hungarian Ausgleich (compro-
mise) of 1867, however, Vienna turned the province’s fate over to its own
elites as part of a mini-Ausgleich intended to secure critical support for
the central government from powerful Polish magnates. A series of con-
cessions made in the latter third of the nineteenth century won for Galicia
a degree of autonomy unique within the Austrian lands of the empire
and unheard of in the Polish territories of the Russian Empire and
Prussia. Of course, not all Galicians benefited equally from this autonomy.
Socially and economically privileged Poles enjoyed their favored status in
provincial government, educational, and cultural institutions. Szczepa-
nowski could rightly brag of “the invaluable privilege of free civic activity,
a privilege without which even the wealth of El Dorado would be loath-
some.”27 In contrast, Ukrainian-speaking Galicians found that the more
autonomy the province’s elites were granted, the less control they could
expect over their own cultural and social development.28 A growing body
of historical literature has demonstrated that Ukrainian nationalists and
social reformers themselves viewed the main obstacle to the development
of the peasant population not in some sort of colonial administration in
Vienna, but rather in the Polish landlords that dominated their own prov-
ince.29 These landlords, according to Ivan Franko, “unscrupulously con-
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sider all sense of justice to be not obligatory for themselves and suppress
with the tenacity characteristic of all parasites any stirrings of independent
thought and occupation in the popular soul—including that of their own
people. That is the greatest Galician misery.”30

The economic and political structure of constitutional Austria and the
peculiarities of Polish elites’ control of the province combined to create
a land that was neither Austrian nor Polish, but distinctively Galician.
Hence Galician history simultaneously belongs to Austrian, Polish, and
Ukrainian history, but fits fully within none of those categories. The ac-
quisition of Galicia greatly affected the course of Austro-Hungarian his-
tory, adding a huge number of Slavs to the empire’s population and
making German speakers statistically a minority. The Galician oil industry
provided a valuable resource to the empire’s economy, supporting refin-
eries outside of the province itself (many of them in the area surrounding
Vienna). Polish elites held important positions within the power structure
of the imperial capital. At the same time that Galicia contributed to the
course of Austrian history, the Austrian constitution fundamentally af-
fected the political and civic experiences of Galicians, guaranteeing civil
liberties such as freedom of association, assembly, speech, and the press.
As Mykhailo Drahomanov, a Ukrainian socialist and leader of the
Ukrainian radical nationalist movement in the Russian Empire, took care
to point out, such constitutional rights were all but unknown to the
millions of Poles and Ukrainians living in the Russian Empire.31 This has
led historians to explore the ways in which Galicia served as both a Polish
and a Ukrainian Piedmont.
Despite constitutional rights and privileges, despite the legal organi-

zation of socialist societies, despite access to imperial schools and training
facilities, banks and insurance companies, and despite the energy and
hope of dozens of committed oilmen, the Galician oil industry failed to
bring lasting wealth or significant improvements in the quality of life of
the vast majority of those touched by it. Contemporaries agreed that the
actual benefits brought by oil to Galicia fell far short of its potential. Who
was to blame for the difficulty in capitalizing on Galicia’s rich natural
resources? This question afforded Polish landowners, Ruthenian socialists,
and imperial bureaucrats the opportunity to reflect on Galicia’s proper
place within the duchies, kingdoms, and margravates that made up the
Austrian Empire. A mining and metallurgical engineer offered one pos-
sible explanation, calling Galicia a land “itself actually quite rich, but
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stripped of capital and intelligence.”32 Often, blame was placed on the
shoulders of the province’s Jewish businessmen, to whom was attributed
responsibility for the industry’s “oriental” flavor.33 Austrian officials them-
selves thought that their own influence could only improve the condition
of the region, arguing that the more closely the government monitored
the petroleum industry, the better for workers, landowners, and tax col-
lectors alike. The author of a description of Galicia’s mineral resources,
in a section on a small village that had earned notoriety as the center of
oil production, optimistically predicted a continuing improvement de-
rived from government influence:

Borysław has long been made a notorious spectacle by ruthless exploi-

tation, many thousands of life-threatening shafts all sunk on a relatively

small surface, a heterogeneous working population, the hardly praise-

worthy management style of most of its businessmen, and numerous

accidents. It is the scene of a petroleum and paraffin fever reminiscent

of Californian or Australian conditions. Only slowly has the beneficent

influence of progressive culture and the Mining Authority been able to

blaze a trail through the region.34

On the other hand, Szczepanowski did not see Vienna’s interference as
either benevolent or necessary. He claimed that Galicia’s oil producers
and refiners had been hamstrung by Viennese centralism. “Much more
damage has been done indirectly, in that the general opinion has been
willfully fostered in our imperial capital—the seat of the banking and
railway administrations that govern our land—that absolutely nothing
can be accomplished in Galicia, and that every Galician project is from
the very start not even worthy of consideration. Thus, in Vienna, no one
has any idea of the rich sources of aid lying fallow in the province.”35 As
long as Viennese politicians and bureaucrats, personally unfamiliar with
Galicia and maintaining opinions about the province based on rumor
and prejudice, were responsible for making laws affecting its fate, he ar-
gued, no good could be expected for the local economy.
The social and economic conditions that help to explain how the legal

status of Galician oil was determined are examined in detail in chapter
1. Chapter 2 concludes that the timing of oil’s discovery influenced the
formulation of the legal framework that guided the distribution of min-
eral rights to petroleum. Unlike many other valuable minerals that could
only be exploited under government concessions, oil was repeatedly des-
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ignated private property over the course of a protracted struggle between
representatives of provincial landowners and imperial engineers. This
policy distinguished Galician oil not only from other precious minerals
in the empire, but also from oil in almost all other countries, with the
notable exception of the United States. The owner of a plot of land could
lay claim to any oil that he could cause to emerge from the earth with
an exit point lying on his own property. In Galicia, the battle over the
rights of the landowners to subterranean bitumina was presented in terms
of provincial autonomy versus Viennese centralism. During these early
years, the typical oilman was not a wealthy industrialist, but rather a foul-
smelling young bachelor, blackened by grease, whose tools of the trade
were a shovel and a bucket. Ruthenian and Jewish peasants with small
landholdings in the oil basin teamed together with large Polish estate
owners to defend the principle of the vertical indivisibility of property.
The benefits and costs of private property versus state control were the

subject of intense debates held in the chambers of the provincial and
imperial legislatures and on the pages of newspapers and trade journals
over the entire seventy-year life span of the Austrian oil industry. In the
minds of many contemporary engineers, this legal framework had dev-
astating effects on the Galician oil industry. Some argued that in Austria,
and in particular in Galicia, the state needed to act as the instigator and
organizer of industrial development in the absence of private investors
who could fill that role. According to the mining commissioner, it was
absurd to leave control over such a valuable substance to the caprice of
landholding patterns. He promised myriad benefits that would “emerge
from submitting bitumina to the authority of the government.” Among
those benefits were “extensive mining, which develops this valuable trea-
sure and entrusts it to the public,” and “freer competition.” Government
control would guarantee “an orderly construction” that would in turn
save “both human life, as well as the surface of the land,” from destruc-
tion. By eliminating unsafe and unsustainable enterprises, the industry
would be left to “large companies and establishments,” which would lead
to “cheaper production, which goes to the common good, as a conse-
quence of that, a quicker and more general turnover of capital, and thus
a fresher and freer movement and prosperity of the population connected
to this natural product.” What stood in the way of all these beneficial
developments was simply “the purely accidental property boundaries” of
private property.36 The mining commissioner proposed, in effect, that
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rational economic development could not be left to “accident”—that the
common good overrode the demands of private property. This rhetoric
led to heated conflict with Galician landowners.
In the early decades of its development, representatives of the petro-

leum industry rejected government assistance or guidance and the inter-
ference that it would bring in tow. In consequence, the industry did not
consolidate. Every person with access to enough capital to secure a lease
of mineral rights to a diminutive plot of land had the chance to be an
oilman. This fragmentation may have given local peasants a feeling of
empowerment and made large landowners feel more secure about their
own property rights, but it also cost oil producers for decades all the
advantages associated with coordinated production—in marked contrast
to their competitors elsewhere.37 In Texas and Oklahoma, for example,
none of the rhetoric of free trade and unhindered entrepreneurial spirit
prevented state agencies (the Railroad Commission in Texas and the
Commerce Commission in Oklahoma) from managing oil production,
both by mandating limits on extraction and by enforcing those mandates
with frequent inspections.38 The small scale and uncertain profitability of
petroleum production in the mid-nineteenth century help explain the
government’s initial laissez-faire attitude to its extraction—an attitude it
would come to regret later, and one that stood in marked contrast to its
behavior in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.
Nevertheless, there were soon attempts to transform Galician oil pro-

duction into an industry run on an international scale. Starting in the
1880s, the oil industry entered a new period of rapid maturation and
exponential growth, the subject of chapter 3. Initially, oil pioneers had
been adventurous chemists who invented a commodity out of what had
been little more than a curiosity. Now these men were replaced by a
growing cadre of industrial pioneers who introduced new technologies
and new business practices to “backward” Galicia. Prominent among
them were the Canadian driller William Henry MacGarvey and the Polish
economist Stanisław Szczepanowski. These men were educated in the
West and relied on importing Western skills and techniques to achieve
two complementary goals. First, they hoped to find in oil a vehicle for
the creation of vast personal fortunes. Second, they sought to revive the
lagging economy of the province (part of a greater national movement
for a rejuvenation of Poland not dependent on political revolution). More
was at stake than the acquisition of personal wealth: this was a program
to reinvent Galicia as more than a miserably backward agricultural prov-
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ince. Oil pioneers recruited all the resources at their disposal, technolog-
ical, human, and natural. They were willing to reshape their entire en-
vironment in an effort to improve its utility. With the onset of oil
production on a grander scale, the oil industry began to transform Ga-
licia’s physical landscape. But the oil industry proved to be both fickle
and dangerous to those who entrusted it with their fortunes. For every
hopeful industrialist able to build up a petroleum empire, there was an-
other whose money and reputation were sacrificed to the whims of ge-
ology.
While some were dreaming of glory for the province and the Polish

nation, others were wasting away in dark and dangerous mines and in
fume-filled refineries. At the same time that investors and drillers were
drawn from the farthest reaches of Europe and North America to take
their position at the top of the petroleum industry, a new social group
emerged to fill out its bottom. Workers, like industrialists, were drawn
to the oil basin by optimism and hopes for a better life. They are the
focus of chapter 4. Workers became the targets of socialist agitation,
aimed at awakening in them a proletarian consciousness and encouraging
them to improve their lives and their working conditions via collective
action. Socialist intellectuals began to hope for a restructuring of Galician
society with what they perceived to be an emergent oil proletariat as the
primary agent of change.39 The oil industry’s workforce, however, did not
respond to socialism with the enthusiasm that agitators hoped for and
employers and imperial officials feared. Like migrant villagers turning to
industrial centers elsewhere in eastern Europe, these worker-peasants had
no intention of breaking off ties to their village communities.40 Worker-
peasants formed a labor force as unpredictable and volatile as oil itself,
showing up for work when it suited them and staying only as long as
they pleased. Ultimately, oil workers were more easily divided along re-
ligious lines than they were united along class lines. Violent expressions
of religious tensions, exacerbated by workers’ widespread abuse of alcohol
and the carefree culture of communities dominated by single men, were
more typical of collective action in the oil basin than were explicitly po-
litically or economically motivated activities. Both the industrialists’ and
the socialists’ programs were ambitious—all the more so because indus-
trialists and socialists were always a minority in Galicia. But while they
enjoyed occasional successes (especially in the realm of personal fortune),
these proved to be short-lived.
The apex of the Galician oil industry came in the period 1895 to 1909
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and is examined in chapter 5. Years of unprecedented drilling success
revealed to producers and consumers alike that the richness of the soil
could bring as much financial ruin as prosperity. Borysław, which had
had fewer than five hundred residents in the 1860s, had swollen to twelve
thousand by 1898. No description of the region could fail to mention the
oil production that had become its most notorious trademark. In the
words of one geological treatise: “The numerous occurrences of petro-
leum are too peculiar and too characteristic of the Carpathian sandstone
for us to pass them by unheeded. After all, oil derricks have already
practically become a characteristic attribute of the Galician-Carpathian
landscape.”41 But increased profits did not automatically accompany in-
creased attention. In fact, too much interest on the part of too many
discrete producers, investors, and speculators, combined with a dramat-
ically augmented power to discover and extract previously inaccessible oil
deposits, led to disaster. In the early twentieth century, oilmen paid a
hefty price for their lack of organization. Overproduction showed to what
great extent producers acting alone could cause one another to suffer,
underbidding their competitors and causing a devastating price collapse.
In 1905, the oil industry entered a period of intense crisis. After the
unexpected discovery of vast new oil deposits, production grew by ap-
proximately 50 percent in one year and nearly trebled in three years.
Many of the new wells were gushers whose rates of production could not
be reined in at will. The prospectors’ victory over chance revealed itself
to be Pyrrhic when unprecedented overproduction led directly to an un-
precedented price collapse. The ensuing crisis brought attention to the
fundamental weakness of the oil industry’s infrastructure.
Amid this crisis, local politicians and interest groups—having long

claimed to desire nothing more than complete autonomy—quickly
learned how critical an ally the central government could be. They had
lobbied the government for tariff protections in the nineteenth century,
but had been equally concerned to protect their industry from too much
imperial interference. Now the government was called on to become a
major consumer of the oil that could be neither profitably sold nor safely
stored in the quantities in which it was exploding out of the ground. At
the same time, the imperial administration offered military support to
quash the oil workers’ strikes that, with remarkably bad timing, began in
a period in which producers were more than happy to find an excuse to
halt production. The assistance provided by the central government, al-
though enough to stymie any strike activity, proved to be too little, too
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late. A preoccupation common to all the Empire’s provinces with nation-
ality and language issues stood in the way of Galicia’s closer economic
integration with the rest of Austria and thus hampered attempts to
smooth oil’s pathway from Galicia into those portions of the empire that
had a stronger consumer base. Only a few years later, Austria’s producers
and consumers were confronted with a very different problem. Although
it had seemed unthinkable during its proverbial seven years of bounty,
the Austrian oil industry found that it had entered seven years of famine
completely unprepared.
After reaching its peak in 1909, Galician production suddenly and in-

explicably began to drop. From 1910 to 1918, rates of production declined
steadily year after year, while consumption increased to unanticipated
levels, propelled in part by the mechanization of warfare that came with
the First World War. Chapter 6 assesses the role oil played in Austria-
Hungary’s wartime strategy. Galicia was the only domestic source of pe-
troleum for the Central Powers, particularly important in periods when
access to Romania’s oil fields was uncertain or outright impossible. Des-
perate to keep the industry afloat, the government made it a high priority
after the end of a brief but traumatic Russian occupation of the oil basin
from September 1914 to May 1915. Oil workers were exempt from mil-
itary duty, which made the profession more attractive than ever before.
Confronted with a drawn-out European conflict that did not meet their
expectations for quick victory over Serbia, Austria’s military leaders were
incapacitated by a shortage of the very fuel whose excess supply had
plagued the empire’s economy only a few years earlier. During the years
of overabundance, no one had thought to improve the lines of transpor-
tation that could move oil from Galicia, where it served little purpose, to
the naval base on the Adriatic, where it was desperately needed. Nor had
they bothered to build up the necessary reserves to fuel the military
during a protracted conflict. At the same time that Austria’s army and
navy, like the armed forces of both its allies and its enemies, had become
more dependent on petroleum than ever before, their foreign supply was
cut off, and their domestic supply was running dry. In this case, decisions
made on the basis of political needs and social priorities exacerbated
rather than mediated a natural decline in production. Even during the
conflict itself, the belief that too much centralization would prove polit-
ically fatal led to the complete failure to control oil extraction and dis-
tribution effectively.
Although oil supplies had become critically low during the war, few
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thought that the golden years of the Galician oil industry had come to
an end. Only with hindsight does the gulf between foreign expectations
for the future of the Polish oil industry and its actual performance in the
1920s become clear. The Galician oil fields continued to be important in
the international arena after the end of the First World War, as is ex-
plained in chapter 7. The hopes of politicians, industrialists, and investors
alike rested on a period of reconstruction and continued investment that
they expected to follow the cessation of conflict. But conflict continued
in Galicia and on its oil fields long after the belligerents had signed the
armistices that ended the First World War. For residents of Eastern Ga-
licia, 1919 and 1920 were years of continued warfare—only now, the
belligerents were Galicians themselves. For Poles, this was a civil war
fought between Polish-speaking and Ukrainian-speaking residents of the
new Polish Republic. For Ukrainians, it was a war of liberation fought to
repel Polish troops from land occupied by a largely Ukrainian population,
in the hopes of carving out an autonomous—if not a fully independent—
Ukrainian republic. The Polish-Ukrainian War was fought throughout the
territory of Eastern Galicia, but concentrated on two objects of particular
value: the regional capital city of Lviv and the oil fields of the Borysław-
Drohobycz basin. Control of these two objects would guarantee control
of Eastern Galicia’s most valuable assets and seal the fate of the fledgling
Western Ukrainian People’s Republic.
The Polish-Ukrainian War provided the backdrop for negotiations over

Poland’s boundaries held among the Allies in Paris. Although oil played
a significant role in these discussions, the Allies were not prepared to
allow financial interests to interfere with their principled resolution of
Poland’s border question—at least not openly. But the Allies had less
control over the determination of Eastern Galicia’s final borders than
some might expect. The border was decided as much on the battlefields
of Eastern Galicia as in the conference rooms of Paris. Nevertheless, the
Poles were able to convince the Allies that a novice Ukrainian government
would not know how to manage the oil industry, endangering Western
investments and reversing decades of steady progress under the aegis of
Polish control. This succeeded in making the French delegation, if no one
else, even more sympathetic to continued Polish belligerence than it
would otherwise have been. It was the Allies’ decision not to punish
Polish military incursions into Eastern Galicia that enabled the Poles to
regain physical control of the region and present its inclusion within the
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Polish Republic as a fait accompli. The French were rewarded for their
steady support of the Polish cause in Eastern Galicia with special treat-
ment of French businesses and investors after Polish control of the region
had been secured.
The book closes with a portrayal of Galicia after the decline of its oil

industry. Its landscape bore the scars of decades of extraction, marred by
cavities large enough to swallow a passerby. Long after these holes were
filled in the interest of public safety, traces of the industry remained. Some
of these traces are linguistic: town names such as Ropica Polska, Ropica
Ruska, Ropa (Poland), Ropa (Ukraine), Ropienka, and Ropianka derive
from ropa (oil in both Polish and Ukrainian). Some of these traces are
literary: Ukrainian authors like Ivan Franko immortalized the oil industry
in fiction, and authors better known in the West, such as Joseph Roth
and Robert Musil, incorporated this industry into their nostalgic por-
trayals of the former empire. Physical traces of the oil industry can be
seen in the landscape itself in the form of monuments to oil pioneers
scattered across Polish and Ukrainian Galicia and in an occasional lonely
pump standing in the small gardens of Borysław (now Boryslav) or on
the pastures of neighboring Schodnica (now Skhidnytsia).
The Austrian Empire’s oil industry—once the third largest in the

world—is now preserved only in archives and historical documents. As
international demand for oil exploded in the years after the First World
War, production in the Galician oil basin (by then, part of the Second
Polish Republic) imploded. The story of the Austrian oil industry is thus
not a story of success, of unimpeded progress and the accumulation of
immeasurable fortunes. It is, however, a failure that deserves and has not
yet received its due measure of recognition. For over seventy years, the
petroleum industry influenced the cultural, social, and physical environ-
ments of workers, peasants, and princes in Galicia, and affected engineers,
bureaucrats, and legislators in Vienna, and consumers and investors
throughout Europe. Polish-, Ukrainian-, and German-speaking Austrians,
Belgian, French, and British investors, and even Canadian drillers all
placed their hopes and fortunes at the mercy of Galician oil. Their mo-
tives, their successes, and their failures are the subject of this book.



24

1

The Land Where Salt and Oil Flowed

Austrian Galicia

In early 1880, the staff of the Austrian emperor Francis Joseph meticu-
lously planned a late summer tour of the province of Galicia as part of
a four-week trip that traversed the northern and eastern parts of his
realm. The seating arrangement at each banquet underwent revision upon
revision to ensure that the importance of individuals was properly re-
flected in their proximity to the emperor and his distinguished hosts (who
were willing to go into debt in order to welcome the emperor lavishly).1

Likewise, the significance of each place visited was measured by the length
of the imperial stay and the number of imperial meals taken in it. Not
surprisingly, the emperor’s schedule was filled with reviews of military
exercises and visits to charitable institutions. Amid the schools, shooting
ranges, cathedrals, and museums that drew his attention, his advisors had
placed only one industrial site: the “most interesting” petroleum and wax
mines in Borysław. Here his imperial highness spent all of ninety
minutes.2 Later, during the ceremony to celebrate his visit to Sambor, he
was greeted with a cantata composed specifically for the purpose:

Welcome to the land where salt and oil flow,

Welcome here where there is naught but forest!3

The emperor was notoriously disinterested in economics and has often
been criticized by historians for his failure to appreciate the connection
between “the economic potential of the country and its military power.”4

Francis Joseph’s visit to Borysław indicated that by the third decade of
its existence, the oil industry had achieved a level of notoriety that sug-
gested that it deserved imperial attention, although industrial develop-
ment was hardly a pet project of the emperor’s.
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An imperial visit was a momentous occasion for locals, both elites and
those of modest station. The Société Française pour l’Exploitation de Cire
Minérale et Pétrole (the French society for mineral wax and petroleum)
decked out its mines with wreaths, flowers, flags, and decorative arches
bearing the inscription Viribus unitis (with united strength).5 The Society
of Petroleum Producers erected a triumphal gate. To soften the emperor’s
introduction to the dark and unseemly world of underground oil and
wax exploitation, it commissioned the construction of a miniature wax
mine, set up at the foot of the pavilion from which the emperor viewed
the expanse of wells and mines that were scattered throughout Borysław.
Only after familiarizing himself with the vision of a “typical” wax mine
in miniature was the emperor ushered to the next step in his indoctri-
nation: a full-scale reproduction of an underground gallery re-created
aboveground, “just as if below the earth, to demonstrate the subterranean
constructions.”6

This was the emperor’s first visit to Galicia in three decades. He had
last set foot in the province in 1851, during a tour in which his reception
among elites was considerably less enthusiastic. Given the importance of
imperial inspection tours for creating direct connections between the em-
peror and those of his subjects who lived far from his center of power,
the infrequency with which Francis Joseph graced Galicia with his pres-
ence may be revealing.7 But what exactly does it mean? That the province
was of little interest to the emperor, and by extension to the imperial
government in Vienna, beyond the possibility of exploiting its raw ma-
terials? This is the position taken by many historians, particularly those
who treat Galician history as part of Polish history. Or could it reflect
Francis Joseph’s admission that Galicia was somehow a land apart—not
really part of the empire’s core? Or could it possibly indicate that relations
between Vienna and Galician power structures were so satisfactory from
the perspective of the former that little persuasion was necessary? This
was certainly not the case during the emperor’s first visit, but much had
changed in Galicia between 1851 and 1880 beyond the appearance of a
blossoming oil industry. The local political climate and the web of rela-
tions between Galician towns, the provincial capital, and Vienna form
the backdrop against which the oil industry developed and therefore de-
serve thorough consideration.
Galicia graced the map of Europe for nearly 150 years—far more than

the Republic of Austria has accumulated to date. Nevertheless, it has often
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The Société Française pour l’Exploitation de Cire Minérale et Pétrole (French
Society for Mineral Wax and Petroleum) festively decorated its wax mine
“Franz Joseph” in honor of the emperor’s 1880 visit. (Reproduced by
permission of the Österreichische Nationalbibliothek, Vienna.)

been dismissed as a political artifice, a meaningless construction that
should never have been created, and whose eventual destruction was in-
evitable. Modern historians have shared many contemporaries’ general
disdain for this province, created by the juxtaposition of optimistic en-
lightened philosophy and the cold, calculating cynicism of absolutist rule
in the eighteenth century. Galicia arose out of the first partition of the
Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, finalized in meetings between Maria
Theresa of Austria, Frederick the Great of Prussia, and Catherine the
Great of Russia in 1772. After Polish-Lithuanian reformers at the Great
Diet of 1788–1792 transformed the commonwealth into a constitutional
monarchy, a second partition, in which only Russia and Prussia partici-
pated, further reduced Poland’s external boundary in 1793. Tadeusz Koś-
ciuszko, a veteran of the American Revolution and honorary citizen of
France, led an uprising against Russian occupying forces in 1794 that
again rallied the partitioning absolutists around a common (though un-
founded) fear of Jacobinism in their midst. In 1795, the remaining Polish
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territory, a sort of nascent rump republic, was absorbed by the parti-
tioning powers, effectively wiping the name of Poland off the official map
of Europe.8

The lands that came under Austrian control in 1772 were not united
by nominal, historic, or administrative tradition. In an attempt to create
some modicum of historical legitimacy for its annexation of the new
province, the Habsburg imperial government baptized it the Kingdom of
Galicia and Lodomeria, a name derived from latinized versions of the
medieval dynastic territories Halych and Volyn, to which the Habsburgs
resurrected an ancient claim as kings of Hungary.
The province that now marked the northeastern border of the Austrian

Empire was a terra incognita to the empire’s rulers and administrators.
Their lack of familiarity with its territory was such that they chose a river
that had been drawn on a 1772 map, but that did not actually exist, as
the border between the Austrian and Russian partitions.9 Neither Maria
Theresa nor her son and successor Joseph II was enthusiastic at the ac-
quisition of this distant property. So far were they from imagining its
incorporation into the core lands of the empire that Austrian chancellor
Anton von Kaunitz was charged with the hopeless task of trying to ne-
gotiate a trade with Prussia by which Austria would regain the much
more attractive territory of Silesia, lost by Austria during the Seven Years’
War. Despite the artificiality of Galicia’s creation, this temporary acqui-
sition survived as an administrative and political unit until the disman-
tling of the Austrian Empire itself in 1918.
Galicia was the largest of the empire’s crownlands, or provinces. It

stretched over 81,900 square kilometers (31,600 square miles), repre-
senting roughly one quarter of the territory of the Austrian half of the
empire after its borders were settled in 1867.10 Galicia had few so-called
natural boundaries, aside from the Carpathian Mountains, which loomed
along its southern edge, dividing it from the Hungarian plains. The largest
river that coursed through the province was the Dniestr, which ran to
the southeast through the Ukrainian territory of the Russian Empire be-
fore ending in the Black Sea. Most of the province’s waterways, running
north-south in the direction of Poland, rather than east-west toward the
rest of Austria, did not favor trade and commerce with the rest of the
empire. To get to Vienna from Galicia by water, one had to travel down
the Dniestr to the Black Sea and then back up the Danube through Ro-
mania and Hungary. Even by land, Galicia was only tenuously connected
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to the rest of the Austrian Empire; its border with Moravia was fifty
kilometers long, that with Silesia another forty kilometers.11 Indeed, the
physical character of the Austrian northeast served as a proverbial point
of contrast to the sunnier regions of southern Austria.
Although the Carpathians were geologically considered an extension of

the Alps, guidebooks to the region stressed their remoteness, rather than
this connection.12 The “wildly romantic wooded” Carpathians were the
province’s most distinctive landmark, their dark peaks and cold lakes
forming the stuff of folktales and featuring prominently in travelers’ ac-
counts.13 The author of numerous studies of Poland written for German
readers described the western portion of the Carpathian mountain range
thus: “Narrow crests, serrated rocky cliffs, dreadfully mysterious moun-
tain lakes, yawning abysses, and strangely beautiful valleys of rivers
flowing out of terrible caves, steeped in legend, together lend the Tatra
Mountains an unusual appeal. A different world.”14

Less dramatic, but more characteristic of the province were the vast
plains that stretched north of the Carpathians and provided the majority
of Galicians with their livelihood. Galicia was known for its rich, black
earth. In 1869, 96 percent of its surface area was considered productive:
46 percent farmland, over 25 percent forest, and almost 25 percent grass-
land (pasture and meadow).15 Half a century later, these figures had barely
changed. Galicia’s ample forests and rich fields provided grains, cattle,
wood, honey, and wax for export. Nature’s bounty bubbled up out of the
soil in the form of hot springs and mineral baths, making Galicia a pop-
ular destination for Polish-speakers from the Russian Empire.16 Animal
husbandry was common in the province, particularly in the rolling hills
and mountain pastures of the south. In addition to salt, western Galicia
also had some coal deposits, albeit of poorer quality than those found in
Moravia and Bohemia. Despite the presence of these mineral riches, the
Galician economy remained almost exclusively dependent on agricultural
production. In 1900, more than 80 percent of the Galician population
derived its livelihood directly from agriculture.17 One contemporary social
critic and economist estimated that distilleries, mills, and breweries ac-
counted for one-third of Galician factories.18 Although alcohol production
was one of the province’s largest trades, it was hardly considered indus-
trial. Distilling, viewed as a “secondary line of business of agricultural
production” whose primary goal was to “promote agriculture,” did not
fall under the purview of the factory inspector.19
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Even where fertility of the land can bring wealth, too much fertility in
its population can bring great poverty. The Galician economy was bur-
dened with a population growing at rates higher than those in any other
Austrian province.20 From the time of the empire’s reorganization in 1867,
Galicia was the largest province not only in surface area but also in pop-
ulation, accounting for approximately one-quarter of Austria’s total res-
idents. Galicia’s population growth was rapid and outstripped its impres-
sive rates of emigration; its population was 4.5 million in 1843, grew to
7.3 million by 1900, and surpassed 8 million by the outbreak of the First
World War.21 Despite the relative weakness of cities, Galicia was one of
the most thickly populated provinces in the empire. By 1869, 65 percent
of all Galician districts had a population density above the Austro-
Hungarian average.22 Szczepanowski calculated that Galicia’s population
density was only surpassed by England, Italy, Belgium, Holland, and Ger-
many. If one considered only the rural population, it was surpassed by
none.23

The population’s diversity put as great a strain on Galicia’s social struc-
ture as its size put on the province’s economy. In the later nineteenth
century, as national or language-based identity became the norm, the
province’s residents were divided into four groups: Poles, Ruthenians,
Jews, and Germans. Each of these terms requires some explanation. In
the nineteenth century, residents of the Austrian Empire who spoke a
language one would now call Ukrainian were called Ruthenians. At that
time, a Ukrainian was a resident of the southwestern region of the Russian
Empire. While “Ruthenian” was largely a linguistically-defined category,
it also had a religious component: most Ruthenians were Greek Cath-
olic.24 Jews were recognized as a religious group, but not as a nationality,
by the Austrian government. Therefore, in any census figures or other
official statistics broken down by nationality, Galician Jews were catego-
rized generally as Poles or, less frequently, Ruthenians (depending on the
language they claimed to speak with greater fluency). Germans, in the
Galician context, were citizens of the Austrian Empire whose native lan-
guage was German and are not to be confused with citizens of the neigh-
boring German Empire, founded in 1871.
The meaning of the term “Pole” evolved considerably from the late

eighteenth to the late nineteenth century. The Polish-Lithuanian Com-
monwealth had been a society of estates, with a political structure that
had reflected the status of the nobility as the bearers of Polish nationality
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and political voice. Historian Andrzej Walicki has called the common-
wealth a “multiethnic, multireligious, federal republic of the gentry.” This
does not mean that the nobility was consciously tolerant of ethnic diver-
sity, however. Walicki argues that the binding element that pulled the
nobility together was belief in its members’ common ancestry, that is,
that they were all “descendants of the ancient, powerful, and famous
Sarmatians” and hence not ethnically diverse at all.25 Nevertheless, by
modern standards, in the eighteenth century, Poleswere averydiversegroup
indeed. A Pole might have spoken Lithuanian, Belorussian, Ukrainian, or
German at home. Although the vast majority of Poles were Roman Cath-
olic, some were Greek Catholic, and a smaller number still were either
Lutheran or Calvinist. Historian Roman Szporluk has defined Poles in
the early postpartition state as all “those possessing a political awareness,
a national consciousness, regardless of their ethnic/religious back-
ground.”26 In one matter, however, Poles were completely homogeneous.
Regardless of the language they spoke or the religion they professed, in
the eighteenth century, all Poles were noble, and only nobles were Poles.
According to Jerzy Lukowski, the Polish nobility, or szlachta, accounted
for between 6 and 7 percent of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth’s
twelve million inhabitants, suggesting that there were an estimated
120,000 adult male nobles. Only about one-third of those nobles actually
owned land, although all nobles, landed and landless alike, were entitled
to the same legal privileges.27

Once Galicia became part of the Austrian Empire, it was the land-
owning Polish nobles who provided the province’s social and political
elites. Tilling their fields and mending their roads were millions of peas-
ants to whom they felt little or no connection whatsoever. In the western
half of the province, these were overwhelmingly people who later were
considered Poles, but at the time were often referred to as Mazurians.28

In the eastern half of the province, they were Ruthenians. Residing mostly
in the cities and towns of the province were several hundred thousand
Jews.29

For a long time, speaking Polish did not bring Polish peasants any
closer to their noble landlords than were their Ruthenian colleagues to
the east. Rousseau quipped in his Considérations sur le gouvernement de
Pologne (1791), “The Polish nation consists of three estates: the nobles
who are everything, the townsmen who are nothing, and the peasants
who are less than nothing.”30 That changed over the course of the nine-
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teenth century as Mazurian peasants were gradually embraced within the
Polish nation. The main impetus compelling the more politically aware
nobility to take this step was the failure of the February 1846 uprising
led by revolutionary democrats in Cracow.31 Instead of rallying to the
democrats’ cause, peasants in western Galicia started a jacquerie, revolting
against their Polish landlords and forcing them to acknowledge, in the
words of social critic and poet Ivan Franko (1856–1916), “Had lords like
you / But looked upon your serfs as men, / They never would have tried
to do / You harm, but would have helped you then.”32 Commenting on
the Cracow uprising, Karl Marx approved of the peasants’ display of
animosity toward their lords.33 What he would not have been as pleased
to acknowledge was that over the course of the nineteenth century, Polish
peasants, given the choice between national and class allegiance, more
and more consistently chose nationalism. The experience of Ivan Franko
(too socialist for Ukrainian nationalists, too Ukrainian for Polish social-
ists) reveals just how shallow overtures to Polish-Ruthenian solidarity
were. Although Franko was attracted to Polish socialism in the 1870s and
1880s, he was driven out of that camp by his realization that even Polish
socialists cherished the dream of restoring Poland to its old boundaries
(that is, denying any kind of autonomy to Ukrainian-speaking peasants
in eastern Galicia). In the mid-1880s, he turned to the nationalist Ruthe-
nian populists.34

The legacy of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth made its mark on
Galicia. Although this may have been a new territory to the Austrian
authorities charged with administering it, it was by no means a tabula
rasa. Austrians struggled to balance their vision of what their empire
should become with an admission that this territory was, somehow, more
Polish than Austrian. For the first half of the nineteenth century, relations
between Vienna and its newest acquisition were characterized by the jux-
taposition of the principles of centralism and absolutism (which initially
made German the official language of government and of education), on
the one hand, and an almost laissez-faire attitude of relative disinterest
in the province, on the other. French Jesuit Balthasar Hacquet, one of
the first scientists to travel through the new province, did not blame
Galicians themselves for the province’s problems, but rather the Austrian
administration’s lack of familiarity with local culture and landscape.35 The
only hope for the province, he argued, was assimilation into German
culture.
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This attitude continued to characterize German visitors into the early
nineteenth century. Johann Georg Kohl published an account of his trip
to Galicia in 1841 that reflected the contemporary conviction that civi-
lization regressed as one moved from west to east. Kohl saw great pros-
pects for Galicia in its exposure to German culture: the rule of law applied
equally to every man, the order imposed by the police, paved roads, a
better postal system, forest management, more rational exploitation of
the wealth in salt and minerals, and the introduction of German language
and culture were all bound to bring about an improvement that even the
Poles, still smarting from the theft of their independence, would be forced
to acknowledge.36 This attitude seems to have been shared by the Austrian
government, at least initially.
The first Austrian governor of Galicia, Count Johann Baptist Anton

von Pergen, filled his reports on the province with complaints that the
nobles displayed “groundless conceit, insatiable pride, boundless arro-
gance, abysmal ignorance, unlimited greed, and a disposition to drunk-
enness.”37 He held further that the “slavish” Ruthenian peasants were
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“impoverished, poorly housed, poorly clothed, given to drunkenness, lazy,
and indifferent . . . living more an animal than a human existence.” The
priests were drunken and ignorant, the craftsmen were “clumsy, lazy,
expensive, deceitful, and drunken,” and the towns were filthy, lacking in
the sanitary, medical, and hospitable amenities associated with civiliza-
tion. In short, Pergen’s reports leave the impression that exploitation was
the key to all social interaction in Galicia—not to mention that every
single resident of the province, whether noble, peasant, craftsman or
priest, was drunk. Pergen suggested that only the introduction of far-
reaching social reforms could transform Galicians into “citizens” worthy
of the name.38

During the first century of Austrian rule, measures were taken to in-
corporate the province into the empire as closely as possible. In 1786,
Austrian codes replaced Polish laws, and Austrian bureaucracy was im-
posed on the province.39 From the highest executive authority (the gov-
ernor of the province) down to the civil servants staffing Galicia’s eighteen
county administrations, all positions of authority were staffed by German
speakers from the core of the monarchy.40 The province was also im-
mediately filled with Austrian soldiers, stationed in Cracow, Przemyśl, and
Lviv.41

Around the middle of the nineteenth century, this policy of German-
ization and centralization underwent a dramatic change that was felt more
strongly in Galicia than anywhere else in the empire outside of Hungary.
Already reeling from its myriad blunders during the Crimean War, Aus-
tria suffered a defeat at the hands of Piedmont-Sardinia in the Italian
wars of 1859 that led to a massive loss of territory in northern Italy and
the institution of various attempts at constitutional government and in-
ternal reform. With the October Diploma of 1860, Francis Joseph made
overtures in the direction of greater federalism and signaled the beginning
of the Constitutional Era. Although the February Patent of 1861 withdrew
somewhat from the greater federalism allowed by the October Diploma,
it nevertheless established a bicameral system and led to constitutional
rule. Robert Kann has described the February Patent as “a poor repre-
sentative constitution in which, to quote Orwell, everybody was equal but
some more equal than others, but . . . a representative constitution of
sorts nevertheless.”42 Also in 1861, Galicia’s Provincial Diet became an
active legislative organ with rights and responsibilities that remained
largely unaltered until the First World War.43 At the same time, the failure
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of the 1863 uprising in Russian Poland shocked the Polish elite into re-
considering the appropriate strategy for the pursuit of national renewal.
A new conservative school based in Cracow cautioned against quixotic
political revolution and advocated the concessions and favors that loyalty
to the Habsburg ruling house would procure.44

True to the conservatives’ hopes, the favors did come. After Austria’s
humiliating defeat by Prussia in 1866, it became clear that Austria’s future
depended on reaching a workable compromise between the German,
Slavic, and Hungarian lands. Agonizing negotiations produced the ill-
fated Austro-Hungarian Ausgleich, or Compromise, which created the du-
alist Austro-Hungarian Empire in 1867. The two halves of the monarchy
were connected only by the personal union of the monarch, a joint for-
eign policy, defense, and financing of the common government. Simul-
taneously, the Fundamental Laws of 1867 set up a new constitutional
system for the Austrian half of the empire, now officially called “the
kingdoms and lands represented in the Parliament,” but known to its
residents simply as Austria, or Cisleithania. The extent to which the Fun-
damental Laws truly did, in practice, establish a functional constitutional
regime in Austria has been the matter of some debate. A. J. P. Taylor’s
claim that “the Austrian citizen after 1867 had more civic security than
the German and was in the hands of more honest and more capable
officials than in France or Italy” would not be endorsed by most histo-
rians.45 Nevertheless, the Fundamental Laws guaranteed all citizens
equality before the law, abolished every relation of vassalage, and guar-
anteed liberty of person, along with the rights of petition, assembly, and
free expression. Article 19 specified that all the nations of the empire
should have equal rights, including the right to equality of the various
languages in schools, public offices, and public life. At the same time,
Jews were emancipated and given full rights to own property. Although
the importance of these advances to the development of civil society in
Galicia should not be underestimated, events over the next few years
showed that it was unquestionably the Poles, and more specifically the
Polish aristocratic elites, who benefited most from the new arrangement.
The terms of the Austro-Hungarian Compromise could be passed only

with the approval of the newly empowered Parliament, which required
the acquiescence of Polish delegates grouped together in the powerful
Polish Club. Their endorsement of the Compromise marked the begin-
ning of decades of cooperation between the Austrian Crown and repre-
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sentatives of Galician (i.e., Polish) elites. The Polish Club was rewarded
with a series of measures granting Poles special privileges within Galicia
that together came to be known as the “mini-Ausgleich.”46 While the Poles
did not receive official political autonomy, as the Hungarians did, for all
practical purposes, control over Galicia was turned over to the Polish
upper class. Polish elites’ eagerness to cooperate with Vienna in 1867 has
been condemned by historians who see in it a sycophantic abandonment
of Polish national rights, quoting one phrase from the address prepared
by the Provincial Diet for the emperor on 10 December 1866: “That we
stand by you and will stand by you, most merciful Highness.” But this
avowal of loyalty must be understood in context. The entire sentence
read as follows: “Without fear of having to turn away from the national
idea, believing in the mission of Austria and trusting in the endurance of
the changes that your imperial word has announced as an unalterable
intention, we declare from the bottom of our hearts that we stand by you
and will stand by you, most merciful Highness.”47 Far from representing
a rejection of Polish national politics, this statement, in its entirety, is
evidence of the Polish nobility’s recognition that under the current cir-
cumstances, Austria offered the best forum for the creation of an auton-
omous Polish political entity.48 After all, it was the Polish nobility that
dominated the Galician Provincial Diet. With freedom of speech, freedom
of the press, and the right to sing the Polish national anthem and “discuss
the reconstruction of Poland and run around the streets in Polish
clothing,”49 Galicia could serve as a Polish Piedmont, providing the core
of a future independent Polish state.50

The chairman of the Polish Club, Kazimierz Grocholski, looked on the
constitution with great satisfaction, declaring before the Parliament on 19
January 1870, “The essence of our constitution is: Unity of the state with
greatest possible autonomy for the individual kingdoms and crown-
lands.”51 He was right to be pleased, for in no Austrian crownland was
that autonomy as far-reaching as it was in Galicia. Although Galician
viceroys were imperial appointees, from 1866 until martial law was in-
stituted during the First World War, they were all Poles. In 1867, a Polish
school board was founded that made Polish the language of school in-
struction; in 1868, Polish became the language of the courts; and in 1869,
Polish was made the official language of the province, resulting in an
exodus of German-speaking civil servants and making it virtually impos-
sible for Ukrainian speakers to serve in schools, courts, or public offices.
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From 1867 to 1871, the universities in Cracow and Lviv were polonized,
and the Academy of Arts and Sciences was founded in 1872.52 From 1871,
a minister for Galicia (without portfolio), was appointed to the Austrian
cabinet, a privilege that was granted nowhere else outside Bohemia. The
importance of these concessions may be hard to appreciate today, but
should not be underestimated. Language and hence education were “the
central battleground in nationality struggles in countries like the Habs-
burg monarchy” and had far more than symbolic importance. In historian
Roman Szporluk’s assessment, “the struggle for language of instruction
in school was not a diversion from the real issues such as suffrage or
wages or land reform . . . but a fundamental struggle about the kind of
persons that were being made—and thus about the limits of political
units.”53 In Galicia, provincial laws made it much easier to make Poles
than to make Ukrainians.
In comparison with the Polish residents of the other partitioned ter-

ritories, Galician Poles had reason to celebrate. In Prussia, Bismarck
launched the Kulturkampf, or clash of civilizations, in 1872. A program
that united the state and liberals against the kingdom’s Catholics, who,
in their eyes, “stood for ‘backwardness’ in all its forms: economic, social
and intellectual,”54 the Kulturkampf demanded that all Prussians take part
in an overtly German public culture. The attack on Catholicism was si-
multaneously an attack on Polish culture. Bismarck himself claimed that
“at the beginning of the Kulturkampf, its Polish aspect was decisive for
me.”55 German became the exclusive language of schools (where Polish
priests were removed from teaching posts and replaced by Prussian state
officials) in 1872 and of the administration and courts in 1876. Place
names and even family names were Germanized.56 Even when the Kul-
turkampf itself abated, enforced Germanization continued: in 1887, Polish
was officially abolished as a subject taught in schools.
In Russian Poland, retribution against Poles in the wake of the January

Insurrection of 1863 endangered the continued existence of any separate
Polish political entity. The estates of Polish insurrectionaries were confis-
cated and given to Russian officials. The name of the territory, which had
been Congress Poland, was changed to the more innocuous Vistula Land.
Vistula Land was administered by Russians; its official language was Rus-
sian; schools were Russified; here, too, the Catholic Church was perse-
cuted (this time, in favor of Orthodoxy).57

Compared both with other nationalities within the Austrian Empire
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and with Polish subjects of the German and Russian empires, the rights
and privileges secured by Poles both in the Austrian central administra-
tion and in the province of Galicia itself stood out. Austria’s favorable
Polish policy was a matter of some consternation for Bismarck, who
feared the effects it might have on Polish demands in Prussia.58 Starting
in 1866 and continuing over the course of the following decades, Polish
elites built up a powerful presence in Vienna, in particular in Parliament,
where they were well represented in both the House of Lords and the
House of Representatives. The Polish Club was able to enforce strict sol-
idarity across party lines (at least until the first Polish socialist delegates
were elected in 1897).59 The Viennese newspaper Die Zeit concluded in
1894, “The Polish Club is at present the decisive power in the Austrian
Parliament, and the tightly closed ranks of the Polish delegates exercise
enormous influence on the inner life of all Austria.”60 According to their
non-Polish colleagues in Parliament, the Poles “pursue their own politics,
rarely make deals with other parties or factions of the House . . . They
have only one goal in mind: the defense of their national interests.”61

Polish elites featured prominently in the emperor’s cabinet: Poles served
as prime ministers, Austrian ministers of agriculture, finance, religion and
education, railways, defense, and the interior, as well as Austro-Hungarian
ministers of foreign affairs and finance.62 In sum, with its own Provincial
Diet and a powerful lobby in the central government in Vienna, Galicia
continued to enjoy relative political autonomy from 1867 to 1918.
Of course, the autonomy of Poles in Galicia was really the autonomy

of Polish noblemen, whose power was underwritten by the Galician Pro-
vincial Diet. All matters not expressly reserved for the Parliament became
the responsibility of the Provincial Diet.63 The more responsibility was
given to the Provincial Diet, the more secure Polish elites were from
unwanted interference from below. This security was a luxury not enjoyed
by the empire’s elites as a whole. On the contrary, in the later years of
the nineteenth century and the first decade of the twentieth, electoral
reforms in the Austrian half of the empire continued to widen the fran-
chise. Delegates to the imperial Parliament were designated by the pro-
vincial diets until 1873 and were then elected by four curiae until 1895,
when a fifth curia was added to represent all male voters.64 In 1907,
universal manhood suffrage was introduced throughout the Austrian
Empire for elections to the imperial Parliament.65 None of these reforms
affected the electoral laws that produced the delegates to the Galician
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Provincial Diet, however. Long after universal suffrage had introduced
populists and socialists into the hallowed halls of the Austrian Parliament,
the Galician Provincial Diet continued to be elected by estate. Represen-
tatives of the Catholic Church were guaranteed seats, as were university
rectors from Cracow and Lviv and the presidents of the Academy of
Sciences and the Lviv Polytechnical College. The approximately two thou-
sand large estate owners qualified to be members of the first curia were
represented by forty-four delegates. The second curia represented Galicia’s
three chambers of commerce and hence the interests of trade and in-
dustry. The third curia, with twenty delegates, represented the crown-
land’s large cities. The fourth and final curia represented the provincial
communities, organized into seventy-four voting districts. This was not,
however, a universal curia. According to one Polish historian, it is rea-
sonable to estimate that only 10 percent of Galician adults actually qual-
ified for the vote. Large landowners, representing 0.4 percent of voters,
were directly entitled to around 28 percent of the seats. Together with
the church and university representatives and delegates from cities and
chambers of commerce, provincial elites could claim 54 percent of the
seats in the Diet.66

The power of the fourth curia was further reduced because its eligible
voters often elected (intentionally or unintentionally) members of the
gentry representing the interests of the landlords. This was a source of
much irritation for representatives of the populist Polish People’s Party
(Polskie Stronnictwo Ludowe), including its cofounder, Jan Stapiński. In
a speech given to a group of peasants and oil workers in 1904, Stapiński
railed against the practice of electing nobles to fourth-curia seats:

We peasants, farmers, and workers should have our own representatives,

not the lords’. To choose a lord as a representative would be like

chickens choosing a fox for their guardian. I’ve always said, and I’ll say

it again: Peasants! You are the foundation of society, you should be on

top. The common people feed the world and therefore have the right

to leadership. I always say that, and that’s why the lords hate me. Gen-

tlemen! I don’t wish you ill. I do not want, however, that you should

decide about our finances.67

Leaving aside perennial complaints of corruption and manipulation of
ballots that rendered the results of the provincial elections notoriously
distorted, the fourth curia was undeniably underrepresented in the Pro-
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vincial Diet. Although peasant representation in the Provincial Diet had
been relatively high when it was first convened in 1861, from 1877 to
1889 there was not a single peasant deputy in the Provincial Diet.68 Mean-
ingful reform was not proposed until 1914, and its implementation was
prevented by the outbreak of the First World War.69

With a near monopoly on political power in the province, Polish nobles
were able to secure continued privileges even after the emancipation of
peasants in 1848. Relics of feudalism lingered in Galicia through the nine-
teenth century. Nobles retained rights to 90 percent of private forests.
They held a monopoly on the production and distribution of alcohol,
represented by Propination, the right to distill spirits, and Schankrecht,
the right to control the sale of alcohol in taverns. Nobles also had the
right to nominate priests for vacant parishes.70 The Road Maintenance
Act forced the communes to bear the costs and the burden of road main-
tenance. The Game Act required the communes to lease hunting rights
in the village to the local noble, thereby losing those rights themselves.
Peasants were unable to defend their gardens against rabbits, deer, or
wild boars. In 1866, the Provincial Diet voted to remove the manorial
area from the commune. This meant that the manors were exempt from
all communal taxes and, after the passage of the Popular Schools Act,
were not required to pay for village education.71

In Galicia and Bukovina, the only crownlands where this exception
existed, there were between five and six thousand manorial estates that
were separated from the autonomous village communities. The landlord’s
right to act as a “hereditary mayor”72 on his own estate, neglecting the
needs of the local village, was lamented by contemporary peasant advo-
cates. Father Andrzej Gołda pointed to the devastating effects of sepa-
rating manors from the village communities, thereby denying villages any
access to the wealth generated by the large estates, which he claimed was
one of the most important causes of peasant poverty.73 The effect that the
shortage of funds for educational purposes had on the villages cannot be
stressed highly enough: a survey conducted in 1887 revealed that 86 per-
cent of members of village community councils were illiterate.74

Even when they were willing to let go of traditional privileges, as in
the case of the 1874 abolition of the feudal monopoly in alcohol pro-
duction, nobles knew how to ensure that this was done to their advantage.
Having decided to sell their Propination rights to the province, land-
owners retained exclusive rights to lease the inns that sold alcohol from
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the province, effectively prolonging their monopoly for decades. Only in
1910 did the sale of concessions for taverns become available to the gen-
eral public.75 Some of the landlords’ rights were remnants of traditional
seigneurial privilege that outlived their actual juridical relevance. Long
after peasants had officially won the right to own firearms, for example,
they were unable in practice to obtain weapons’ licenses, which gave the
nobles a de facto (if not a legal) monopoly on hunting.76

Nowhere did the chasm separating legal and actual rights gape as wide
as among the Ruthenian peasants of eastern Galicia, despite attempts to
reconcile the simultaneously national and social conflicts that divided
Ruthenians and Poles in Galicia. When the metropolitan of the Greek
Catholic Church died in 1898, Polish ruling circles were relieved to find
in the person of Count Andrei Sheptyts’kyi (1865–1944) a candidate they
believed would represent their own interests. The youthful Sheptyts’kyi
was appointed bishop of Stanisławów in 1899, in a clear signal that he
was being groomed for the position of metropolitan. When Sheptyts’kyi’s
appointment to the office of metropolitan followed in 1900, he had been
a practitioner of the Greek rite for only twelve years.77 The son of polon-
ized Roman Catholics who spoke French at home, Sheptyts’kyi was ini-
tially not popular among Ruthenians, who likewise expected him to rep-
resent the interests of Polish elites.78 Sheptyts’kyi was to surprise both
camps by his tactful but consistent support of the Ruthenian cause. Al-
though he was opposed to socialism, which he called a “theory of exag-
gerated freedom and absolute equality,” Sheptyts’kyi recognized that the
plight of his Ruthenian parishioners was simultaneously national and so-
cial. Within limits, he was prepared to support the democratic movement,
which he wrote was “not foreign to the Church, but, on the contrary, is
favoured by priests of all countries, for the spirit of Christ’s Gospel is also
democratic through and through.”79 When Sheptyts’kyi looked for the
social causes of injustice in Galicia, he pointed not to the inherent evils
of Ruthenians or Poles, but rather to the horrible miscarriages of justice
that plagued every provincial and imperial election in the crownland.
“The least injustice in the social order,” he wrote in a 1913 pastoral, “by
its very nature causes dissatisfaction and becomes an occasion for elec-
toral abuses, which only corrupt people and feed the flames of fratricidal
hatred, that veritable plague of Christian life.”80 In this conviction he was
not alone.
Like Sheptyts’kyi, Ivan Franko saw a connection between social injus-
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tice and electoral abuse. Franko sought to bring the Ruthenians’ plight
to the public’s attention in dozens of articles published in Ukrainian, as
well as Viennese, journals. According to Franko, Ruthenian voters were
kept forcibly away from voting stations unless they were willing to vote
for the reigning establishment. Ruthenian candidates found their elector-
ates’ votes purchased for vodka and bread by their wealthier opponents.81

Electoral abuses prevented Ruthenians from enjoying the political rights
they had been granted by the emperor and thwarted Franko’s own bid
for election in 1895.82 In 1895, elections to the Provincial Diet produced
only seventeen Ruthenian deputies.83 Even those who did get elected
found themselves bullied and browbeaten by the Polish majority in the
Provincial Diet.84

Ruthenians faced graver danger than electoral chicanery. During the
“bloody elections” to the imperial Parliament in 1897, eight people were
killed, twenty-three wounded, and over eight hundred arrested in eastern
Galicia.85 During agitation for general suffrage that took place in Galicia
in 1906, four Ruthenians were killed and nine wounded; similar protests
occurred in 1907 with similar results.86 Not only did Polish manipulation
lead to the disproportionately low number of Ruthenian mandates, but
the Polish viceroy of Galicia, Count Andrzej Potocki, was accused of
knowingly permitting the most flagrant abuses of the electoral process:
the falsification of voter lists, the suppression of information announcing
places and dates of voting, and the overruling and ignoring of protests
lodged by local mayors.87 When Potocki was assassinated by a Ukrainian
student on Palm Sunday, 1908, this was viewed by some nationalist
Ukrainians as just retribution for Potocki’s sanctioning of electoral abuses
directed against Ruthenian voters and candidates.88

Franko’s list of abuses was not limited to those occurring before and
during elections. Ruthenians, he claimed, were mistreated by Polish ad-
ministrators at every level of provincial government.89 Ukrainian speakers
found their demands for equal treatment of the Ukrainian language, as
mandated by Article 19 of the Fundamental Laws, effectively blocked by
the Polish majority in the Provincial Diet. In 1898, Ruthenian delegate
Anatol’ Vakhnianyn (1841–1908) requested that the equality between
Ukrainian and Polish be recognized in eastern Galicia in those areas
where Ruthenians and Poles lived together, meaning that correspondence
between government officials and the public would be accepted and
written in both Polish and Ukrainian. In response, the Diet approved a
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law calling on the government “to respect the rights of the Ruthenian
language in accordance with existing laws and regulations, just as up to
now,” indicating that nothing would change at all.90

Even this admission was apparently too generous for some delegates,
who found its symbolic weight of ill portent. According to Ruthenian
delegate Teofil Okunevs’kyi (1858–1937), Polish delegate Mieczysław On-
yszkiewicz had warned his colleagues of the danger of setting a new prec-
edent. “Do not forget, Ruthenian delegates,” Onyszkiewicz admonished,
“that the Viennese ministers may have granted some language rights for
the Ruthenians, but that the Galician Diet has never recognized them.
In the Galician Provincial Diet’s request to the government that it respect
the ministerial decrees in favor of the Ruthenian language lies the rec-
ognition of these decrees on the part of the Galician Provincial Diet.”91

The Polish stranglehold over political participation at the imperial level
was recognized by contemporaries, who argued that “only the constitu-
tional central government can protect [Ruthenians] from complete sub-
jugation to the rule of the Polish element,” and that, therefore, Ruthe-
nians should “hold fast to the constitution and fight every attempt at a
federal arrangement of the state.”92 But while Viennese politicians hoped
to rely on the loyalty of the Ruthenian masses, the inability of the central
government to enforce its guarantees within Galicia itself threatened to
make its assistance moot. Franko, for one, concluded that imperial pro-
tections amounted to little more than empty phrases; Ruthenians were at
the mercy of their Polish oppressors.93

This unequal distribution of political power meant that the pressing
issue of land reform could not be effectively addressed. Despite the fer-
tility of the soil, Galician peasants were vulnerable year after year to crop
failures, malnutrition, and famine. Hunger was such that some dubbed
the province “Golicja i Głodomeria” (goły and głodny are Polish for
“naked” and “hungry,” respectively).94 Critics, politicians, and scholars
alike recognized that the problem lay with Galicia’s social structure. Jo-
sephinian attempts to strengthen the peasants’ rights to the soil they
worked were no more successful in Galicia than elsewhere.95 All land had
been divided into two categories: the lords’ land was called “dominical”
or “manorial” and the peasants’ “rustical.” Lands could not be transferred
from one category to another at will, which meant that while no indi-
vidual peasant was guaranteed possession of any plot of land, the sum
total of peasant possessions would remain stable and was not vulnerable
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to encroachments by the lords.96 In addition to limiting the growth of
dominical holdings, this legislation also guaranteed that when the peas-
ants were finally freed from their service obligations in 1848, they were
not kicked off their landholdings, in contrast to peasants in Prussia. So,
perhaps surprisingly, the large class of landless peasants that characterized
postreform Prussia did not develop in Galicia.97

The province’s noble landowners, whose income was based on the ag-
ricultural production of their vast estates, could not survive without an
adequate supply of cheap labor. That they would approve of peasant
emancipation was out of the question. In the midst of revolution across
Europe, Galician governor Franz Stadion, afraid of being upstaged by
revolutionary Poles, proclaimed the end of all labor duties by order of
the emperor on 22 April 1848 (although the emperor had made no such
decree and only ratified Stadion’s decision after the fact).98 The promise
of the 1848 revolution led quickly to disappointment. When the imperial
emancipation decree was ratified by the revolutionary Parliament on 7
September, noblemen demanded compensation for their loss—at a min-
imum, the suppression of so-called servitudes (traditional peasant rights
to use forests and meadows for fuel, timber, and pasture) and indemni-
fication for their lost dues. The Parliament agreed that the Provincial Diet
should make an indemnification payment. Although peasants did not
have to compensate the lords for their land or lost labor directly, as
taxpayers they bore the brunt of the financial burden of indemnification.
Although the 1848 laws had upheld the peasants’ rights to pastures and

forests, servitudes were not to last for long. Noble landlords, who already
owned 43 percent of arable land and 90 percent of forests, were eager to
extend their property as a compensation for their lost labor.99 The exact
regulations settling the question of servitudes were passed in 1858, when
the fear of revolution had subsided and the desire to court noble support
was great in Vienna. Although servitudes were not officially abolished,
peasant claims to these rights were to be evaluated on a case-by-case basis
by a special commission, which was itself dominated by the gentry.100 Of
32,000 servitude trials held over the course of the following half century,
30,000 ended in a loss for the peasant. Although nearly every Galician
peasant could proudly point to a plot of land that was his own, peasants
had ultimately lost access to forests and pastures and had been burdened
by indemnification payments.101 One could argue that even the benefits
they did derive from emancipation were deceptive. As the laments of
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social critics and economists over the next seventy years showed, the
peasants had been saddled with plots of land that they would not
abandon, but could not make self-sufficient.
The loss of access to pastures and forests was made worse for the

peasants because of the woeful inadequacy of their own landholdings.
The evil of parcellation became the slogan of politicians and socialists
demanding land reform. The tradition of dividing land among all one’s
children only worsened the condition of peasants with already minimal
properties. From 1848 to 1890, the amount of arable land owned by
peasants increased by less than 7 percent, but the total number of hold-
ings nearly doubled by 1900.102 According to Ivan Franko, in 1897 the
average landholding of Galician peasants was a mere 4 Joch (2.3 hec-
tares).103 Even this average, however, implies a stability that did not exist.
The size of most peasant holdings became smaller and smaller with each
passing generation; by 1882, more than half of Galician peasants owned
less than 2 Joch (1.15 hectares) of land.104 To make matters worse, most
peasants’ landholdings were divided across several noncontiguous plots.
In 1859, there were fifteen million separately registered lots in Galicia,
which suggests an average of twenty separate plots per peasant owner.105

Not only were the plots themselves getting smaller, but the income that
their owners could derive from them got smaller as well. Szczepanowski
suggested that compared with norms set by other European countries,
every resident of Galicia “does one-quarter of a man’s work and eats one-
half of a man’s food.”106 Wilhelm Feldman tried to measure the poverty
of Galicians by comparing the taxes they paid with those paid by people
in other crownlands. In 1898, the minimum taxable income was 600
florins a year, and 7.29 percent of citizens of Cisleithanian Austria were
eligible to pay it. In Galicia, however, such prosperity was rare: only 0.78
percent of Galicians were deemed taxable.107

While the percentage of Galicians engaged in agriculture did decrease
over the course of the nineteenth century, the extent of the change was
modest in comparison with other crownlands. The number of agricultural
workers in Lower Austria dropped by 64.5 percent from 1850 to 1910,
and in Bohemia by 40.6 percent. The drop in Galicia was only 16.4 per-
cent—the lowest in all the provinces of the Austrian half of the monarchy,
with the exception of Dalmatia.108 Galicia had 25 percent of the land area
in the Austrian part of the monarchy, but only 9.3 percent of the indus-
trial enterprises.109 Galicians were also paid considerably less than their
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equivalents in other provinces. If wages in Lower Austria are indexed at
100, then wages in Lviv grew from 47.4 in 1895 to 62.4 in 1913. While
economic historian David Good sees in this increase an indication of
diminishing regional disparity throughout the empire, the figures also
show dramatically how impoverished Galicia’s workers were.110

Advocates of Galician peasants tried desperately to publicize their
plight. Wilhelm Feldman’s interpretation of the statistics from the Min-
istry of Agriculture produced a bleak picture indeed: in 1857, for every
landowner there were 13.4 hectares producing an income of 59.18 crowns;
by 1896, these figures had declined to only 0.92 hectares with an income
of 26 crowns.111 Ivan Franko tried to give depth to similar statistics by
pointing out that if over 80 percent of all peasant holdings in Galicia were
registered with an annual profit of less than 40 crowns, then the total
possessions of those families were worth between 200 and 1,000 crowns.112

To put these figures in context, in 1900, the average civil servant in Aus-
tria earned 400 crowns a month,113

114 For Franko, the statistics docu-
menting parcellation could not have provided a clearer sign of impending
doom for Galician farmers. “It is evident,” he wrote, “that Galicia is
dominated by small village holdings, which include over three-fifths of
all the properties in the country, and that . . . 350,000 families, that is,
1.75 million people, find themselves in a situation that—should the har-
vest turn out bad or potatoes refuse to grow—they are exposed to die of
hunger.”115 Try as they might, year after year, thousands of peasants were
forced to conclude that they could not make ends meet on the land that
they had. According to historian Stefan Kieniewicz, 23,649 peasant hold-
ings were forcibly sold at auction between 1875 and 1884 (a period of
agricultural depression throughout the empire), often over debts of less
than forty crowns, which he claims was the equivalent of ten bushels of
wheat.116

As Franko predicted, too many people trying to squeeze a living out
of too little land led to endemic famine, making Szczepanowski’s infa-
mous claim of fifty thousand deaths from malnutrition plausible.117 There
were famines in Galicia in 1847, 1849, 1855, 1865, 1876, and 1889.118

Peasant children had little prospect of moving up the social ladder; ac-
cording to government statistics for the 1870s, only fifteen of every one
hundred Galician children of school age actually attended school.119 At-
tempts to address the Galician misery were often stymied by the fact that

Bank earned 18,000 crowns a year.
 and the director of the Galician Savings
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the conflict in Galicia occurred on two levels. First, it was a national
conflict, between Polish speakers and Ukrainian speakers. Second, it was
a social conflict, between peasants and landlords. In the minds of some
Ruthenians, Polish peasants should have been their natural allies in a
common battle against the hegemony of the landlords.
In Galicia, only 6 percent of Ukrainian speakers engaged in nonagri-

cultural occupations, as opposed to 33 percent of Poles.120 This social
disparity and the control Polish elites had over the crownland help explain
why the principal enemy of the Ruthenian national movement was never
perceived by Ruthenians to be Austria, but rather Poland. Regardless of
the location of the central government and the identity of the ruler who
claimed the loyalty of Galicians as his due, control over Galicia lay in the
hands of the Polish landlords. It was Polish landlords who retained con-
trol over forests and meadows (and hence over sources of fuel and
building materials) and blocked any reforms put forward in the imperial
Parliament intended to improve the social or economic status of Austria’s
disenfranchised peasant population. Indeed, if the emperor could grant
rights that were worthless as long as the Polish nobility prevented their
exercise, what good was the emperor? Francis Joseph, even if benevolent,
was rarely viewed as the best vehicle for the social changes that leaders
of Ruthenian political parties considered to be in their own interest.121

Ultimately, contemporary social critics decided that there was no need
to try to distinguish the Polish ruling elite in Galicia from the imperial
ruling elite in Vienna. According to Ivan Franko, the blame for Galician
misery should be shared between the Polish nobility, “who have always
carried a sovereign disdain for industry, trade, and commerce and in
former Poland prevented the development of cities with all of the means
of their class superiority,” and the Austrian government, “which con-
sciously or unconsciously has followed a politics of not allowing any in-
dustry or factories to come into Galicia for over one hundred years.”122

Historians have generally agreed with Franko’s analysis that it was the
lack of industry that kept Galicia backward and Galicians poor and un-
dernourished and have repeatedly echoed contemporary Galicians’ claims
that their quasi-colonial status was to blame for their poverty without
conclusively demonstrating that it is appropriate to refer to Galicia as a
colony in the first place. Raphael Mahler has argued that it is difficult to
separate the interests of the central government and those of the Polish
landowning nobility: “Austria deliberately and consistently promoted a
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system of ‘colonial policy.’ Galicia was set aside as a market for the prod-
ucts—chiefly the so-called ‘inferior’ goods for the ‘use of Galicia’—that
the industrial areas in the monarchy produced. In this respect the interests
of the Austrian government coincided with those of the large Polish land-
owners.”123 Krzysztof Dunin-Wąsowicz assents, “Any change in the eco-
nomic structure of Galicia was neither in the interest of the central au-
thorities nor in that of the Galician large landlords. One considered it
inadvisable to invest capital in this poor country; Austrian economic
policy treated Galicia like a colony, a source of raw materials and a market
for the products of its more strongly industrialized provinces.”124 Paul
Robert Magocsi has a similar formulation, calling Galicia an “internal
colony” that remained “economically underdeveloped” because of “Aus-
trian policy.” 125 But was Galician poverty really beneficial to Viennese
policy makers? Why would Vienna, eager to promote industrialization
and catch up to its economically more vibrant western neighbors, be
content to let the Galician economy rot? Recent research has shown the
extent to which Austria-Hungary’s economy was much more vital than
historians had previously allowed, but this vitality did not extend to Ga-
licia.126 That this failure to thrive was caused by a poorly defined colonial
policy, however, has not yet been proven.
The real source of Galician poverty puzzled contemporaries. How

could a land so rich in natural resources be so terribly poor? Some went
so far as to call it a land blessed by God: “So, as you see, dear readers,
God is always just and compassionate, and if he disadvantaged us in one
respect, he lavishly recompensed us in another. You must be told that as
far as mineral resources in salt and oil, Galicia is the richest in all of
Europe. And to whom are we indebted for that, if not our beautiful
mountains and their foothills?!”127 If fertile earth, abundant salt, and the
liquid gold flowing in its petroleum beds made Galicia a naturally rich
land, then its poverty was an injustice—the result of mismanagement,
imperial exploitation, or some other cause attributable to man, not to
God or nature. In the chapters that follow, we will examine the extent to
which men (and a very few women) attempted to take advantage of
Galicia’s natural gifts to remedy its social ills.
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Galician California

Battles for Land and Mineral Rights

In the nineteenth century, engineers, social critics, and literati often re-
ferred to the Galician oil basin as an “eastern European Pennsylvania.”
The comparison was apt—serious exploitation of the oil fields of Penn-
sylvania and Galicia began at about the same time, and the material and
social conditions of Galicia’s oil towns were reminiscent of Titusville or
Oil City.1 In the early twentieth century, nearly concurrent new discov-
eries in Galicia and Texas led anew to the former’s comparison to the
United States. But the most common, most fashionable, and most lasting
comparison was not to another oil field at all, but rather to the goldfields
of California that had created such a stir in the 1840s and 1850s.2 The
flurry of activity that characterized the many boomtowns in this Galician
California was reminiscent of those gold rush years. But in its infancy,
the oil industry developed very differently from the typical boom and
bust cycle of excited speculation that followed the discovery of California
gold.

Unlike gold rushes, which are caused by the discovery of a product
first cherished and then deliberately sought out, the chronology of the oil
boom in Galicia was reversed. The attribution of value to petroleum came
long after its discovery. This delay had profound effects on the legal
framework that defined control over mineral rights to oil, which in turn
shaped the nature of the oil industry in its early years. This chapter will
examine the factors that led to the peculiar Galician formulation of a
petroleum mineral rights policy that at first glance appears progressive
(even American), but that most contemporary Austrian observers thought
was backward. It will then consider the evolution of legal standards to
regulate the oil industry and the effects that this legal framework had on
the shape of the industry in its turn.
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Understanding the oil industry’s development in the nineteenth cen-
tury requires forgetting much of what one knows about oil, oil explora-
tion, and oil consumption today. In today’s petroleum-driven society,
allusions to oil evoke thoughts of what Daniel Yergin has called “the epic
quest for oil, money, and power.” But oil was not highly prized in Austria-
Hungary in the early nineteenth century; on the contrary, it was initially
a peripheral product, produced literally on the periphery of the empire.
The general lack of contemporary interest in the politics and prestige of
oil should not be interpreted as complacency or indifference regarding
all sources of energy. In 1855, Austrians were urgently concerned about
energy, and rightly so.

While neighboring Prussia steadily converted its factories to use coke,
Austrian industry continued to rely heavily on lumber for fuel.3 In 1858,
Jakob Scheließnigg, the manager of a factory in the Austrian province of
Carinthia, gave a lecture before the metallurgy section of the Mining
Engineers’ Society in Vienna in which he warned of the danger of fuel
shortages throughout the empire as forests were depleted:

Our blast furnaces and iron-smelting factories consume a great deal of

wood and charcoal; production ought to increase still in order to satisfy

the multiplying demands created by the railroads, machine shops, and

heightened cultivation of the soil. At the same time, locomotives and

traditional consumers (such as crafts, households, limeworks, brick-

works, agricultural industry, etc.) storm the forests. Thus have we

reached the point where use of new forest growth is insufficient, and

we have been consuming the capital for years.

The solution to this crisis, he suggested, lay in alternative sources of
energy—and, in particular, those that lay deep within the belly of the
Earth: “It is necessary to use wood and fossil coal only for those purposes
where it is absolutely indispensable, and to base the refining of iron on
a fuel surrogate. We should see that this fuel surrogate also gains entry
into common life, and in general seek in the depths of the earth that
which its surface from year to year increasingly denies us.”4 The alter-
native fuel from the “depths of the earth” that Scheließnigg had in mind
was peat moss.

At the time of Scheließnigg’s lecture, oil was but a curiosity. There was
no shortage of it in Galicia. It floated on puddles after rainfall and bub-
bled up in natural and man-made depressions in the ground. Yet, with
the exception of half a dozen men over the course of the century’s first
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fifty years, no one had thought to link oil and profit, or oil and industry,
or oil and power (either metaphorical or material). One must keep in
mind throughout the study of the early oil industry that oil pioneers did
not intend to challenge the supremacy of coal. Oil was associated with
lamps and light, not engines and furnaces. It was the extension of light
into the evening and nighttime hours, not an explosion of industrial
activity, that meant that oil would improve living standards.5 An oilman
was more likely to be a chemist or a peddler than a businessman or a
factory manager. In 1853, Galicia officially stepped into the oil era, but
it was the age of the mad scientist, not of the wealthy industrialist.

Identifying the first oilmen is as difficult as placing an age on the
industry—a task complicated by the immense age of the product itself.
A history of oil would begin long before humans began to wonder how
they could make machines driven by energy other than their own work
for them, how they could lengthen the day with artificial light, or how
they could propel themselves forward at speeds with which no living legs
would ever carry them. A history of oil would begin long before humans
even wandered the earth. Indeed, as one commentator put it, “In the first
few minutes of a drilling operation, the fishtail bit has often penetrated
antiquity more remote than recorded human history.”6 Even the human
discovery of oil, although falling perhaps within the realm of the histor-
ical, certainly took place in antiquity. Noah waterproofed his ark with
pitch,7 Herodotus described petroleum springs in Zacynthus, and Plu-
tarch depicted a burning lake at Ekbatana.8 The nineteenth-century
German and Polish terms for petroleum, naphta and nafta, respectively,
both derived from the ancient Persian word naphtha. Nineteenth-century
authors who described the earliest years of the European oil industry
agreed that peasants in all localities where oil was discovered had known
of it for centuries, using it to lubricate their wagon wheels or as a med-
icine for their livestock. From as early as the thirteenth century through
the first half of the nineteenth, oil was casually collected by peasants who
dug shallow pits in the ground, waited for oil to seep in, and scooped it
off the surface of puddles with ladles or small brooms made of twigs.

In the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, oil was gathered by
digging a small ditch and lining it with branches. The ditch gradually
filled with water mixed with oil. Peasants plaited long strands of grass or
horse tails and swished them through the puddles. The oil that stuck to
these makeshift brooms was then squeezed out by hand into another
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container. This process was repeated until there was no water left in the
mixture.9 Men and boys who earned their bread in this fashion were
called lubaki (skimmers). To bring the oil to consumers on market days,
the skimmers thickened it with the addition of clay, peat, or cattle ma-
nure, which contributed to its terrible odor. These skimmers, many of
whom were impoverished Jews, lived on the edge of society, shiftless and
landless; in contemporary literature they were portrayed as “black and
foul-smelling.”10 They rarely had families and entertained no prospects of
earning a fortune from their labor. They spent their days laboriously
gathering small quantities of oil and their evenings making the long trek
back to the market in the regional capital of Drohobycz, their wares
suspended from a yoke across their shoulders.

The peripheral status of oil in its early years is central to any expla-
nation of the specific course of development that the oil industry fol-
lowed. The Austrian imperial government’s policy toward oil was origi-
nally formulated during a period in which no one thought that oil was
of much value. This, along with political considerations shaping the re-
lationship between Vienna and the provincial capital, contributed to the
nature of early laws covering access to mineral rights to petroleum. The
mineral rights policy that emerged was fundamental to the development
of the oil industry, as it has proved to be elsewhere.

The world can be divided into those states in which the Crown or
central government controls mineral rights, including those to oil, and
those in which those rights remain in the hands of the owners of lands
suspected of bearing valuable minerals. In the first case, the sovereign
power grants privileges, or concessions, to individuals or corporations in
return for considerable royalties. The term “royalty” itself derives from a
British law that designated gold and silver mines the property of the
Crown and required payments in exchange for mineral extraction. The
exploitation of these rights is generally well organized and concentrated
in the hands of a few large corporations that have the capital necessary
to purchase them in bulk. Centralized control limits the number of pro-
ducers and offers them the advantages that come with unhampered con-
trol of supply: prevention of overproduction and the ensuing ability to
drive prices up and keep them stable. It also allows for governmental
supervision of and influence on the mining industry. This supervision
tends to increase the prevalence of safety measures and to encourage a
slow, calculated rate of exploitation.11



A stylized image of a lubak, the typical oil collector of the 1860s. (Author’s
collection.)
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In the second case, property ownership is considered inviolable, and
mineral rights remain in private hands. Here, ownership of oil was subject
to a legal principle derived from English game laws and known as the
“rule of capture.” According to this principle, the owner of oil was the
person who could capture it by causing it to appear on the surface of his
or her own land. This system offers the advantage of respecting land-
owners’ property claims (assuming that respect of private property is
considered an advantage) and broadening the market for oil exploration.
Only a relatively modest amount of capital is needed to begin exploring
for oil, since a would-be producer need only convince one single land-
owner to lease the mineral rights to a portion of his or her land. This
allows investments on a much smaller scale and encourages a proliferation
of smaller, low-capital firms. On the other hand, it exacerbates all the
usual disadvantages associated with oil production, most significantly, the
apparent futility of any attempts to organize producers to defend their
economic interests by limiting production. Overproduction inevitably
lowers the price at the expense of the producers themselves.

The second pattern is the one that famously prevailed in America’s
early oil industry and remains familiar today. According to proud Texan
wildcatters and academic champions of their unique spirit of enterprise,
this is a peculiarity of American history. They claim that in all other
countries, the state or its sovereign controls these rights.12 For Texas
oilmen at the turn of the twentieth century, the private ownership of
mineral rights embodied the American dream, encouraged the spirit of
free enterprise, and supported small producers, or “independents.” The
opportunity to make a fortune based on a combination of gumption and
good luck was often seen to distinguish America from the Old World.

Even if the encouragement of private industry and independent explo-
ration was symptomatic of a commitment to freedom and private prop-
erty, it was not uniquely American. In fact, the Austro-Hungarian Empire
also left mineral rights to petroleum products in the hands of private
landowners. This may come as a surprise to students of nineteenth-
century central Europe, since the political demise of the Austro-
Hungarian Empire in 1918 has often been linked to a perceived failure
to modernize its economy. Austria-Hungary has been described as suf-
fering from low levels of industrialization, uneven economic develop-
ment, a lack of interregional integration, increasing backwardness relative
to other European powers and the German Empire in particular,13 and a
high degree of protectionism.
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In the 1960s and 1970s, historians began to redeem the Austro-
Hungarian economy—in particular, industrialized regions such as Bo-
hemia and Lower Austria.14 They have largely supplanted the traditional
view, which holds a relatively stagnant economy at least partially respon-
sible for the empire’s dissolution. Aspects of the Galician oil industry belie
the image of Austria’s economy as unabashedly statist and inhospitable
to new ventures. In the case of the oil industry, the empire followed the
American pattern and demonstrated considerable respect for private
property by allowing each individual landowner to decide how to exploit,
or refuse to exploit, mineral rights to his or her land. The empire’s min-
eral rights policy for petroleum infuriated protectionists and those who
favored the formation of cartels and monopolies as well as engineers and
advocates of rational exploitation. Why, they asked, should Austria deny
itself the advantages so many other states had secured through public
control of mineral rights? Even today, the privatization of petroleum own-
ership remains the exception, not the rule.

The question of control over mineral rights to petroleum was a major
theme in trade journals, parliamentary debates, and meetings of industrial
clubs and mining societies throughout the second half of the nineteenth
century. Many contemporary Austrians were surprised that the state
chose private over Crown control. Most mineral rights, including those
to gold, silver, platinum, copper, iron, coal, zinc, tin, lead, mercury, alum,
and salt, were controlled by the state.15 It was not obvious why the same
should not be true for Erdharze—the family of solid, semisolid, and liquid
mixtures of hydrocarbons that includes liquid petroleum, asphalt, and
ozokerite (a paraffin-like member of the bitumina family, also known as
earth wax, mountain wax, and mineral wax), known in the nineteenth
century as “bitumina.” In 1854, Robert Doms, a Prussian industrialist
with a factory in Lviv, developed an interest in founding a company to
produce petroleum and ozokerite in Galicia.16 At the time, Doms was
more interested in ozokerite than in liquid petroleum. Ozokerite was a
promising material with many possible applications, including—most
profitably—candle production, but also medicines (such as lip balms).
Like any sensible entrepreneur considering a new venture, Doms had
several questions whose answers would determine how willing he was to
invest time and money in this new enterprise. There was, after all, little
precedent for investment in the oil industry, which had not existed as
such until 1853. What and where was he allowed to mine? From whom
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should he lease the mineral rights? What exactly would these rights allow
him to extract and sell? Another mining expert had dismissed his ques-
tions as functionally irrelevant, since “bitumina appearing in the Austrian
monarchy . . . are mineralogical rarities.”17 This attitude may have been
historically justified in 1854, but it was on the verge of obsolescence,
thanks to Doms and others who would follow him. That Doms was un-
able to find satisfactory answers to his questions in any legal reference
work is understandable, given the multiplicity of laws that had already
been passed, repealed, and amended by the imperial government at that
time.

The declaration of the Imperial Mining Prerogative, defined as “that
sovereign right according to which certain minerals, appearing in their
natural beds, are reserved for the exclusive disposal of the all-highest
sovereign,”18 had been explicitly extended to oil in the kingdom of Galicia
in 1804. At that time, an imperial patent announced that control over all
metals and minerals in Galicia found in ravines, galleries, deposits, and
seams (with the exception of peat and bogs, which remained private) was
reserved by the imperial government. The exploitation of these minerals
would henceforth require the acquisition of a royal concession, in keeping
with mineral policies elsewhere in the empire. To the extent that the
exploitation of oil or wax interfered with normal agricultural activities,
the discovery of oil would come at no benefit and considerable expense
to the landowners. In 1810, this decision was modified: while solid bi-
tumina continued to be considered imperial property, just like coal, liquid
petroleum remained the property of landowners.19 As far as the govern-
ment was concerned, there was no reason to anger landowners with chal-
lenges to their property rights over a peripheral good such as oil. After
all, until the middle of the nineteenth century, there was no profitable
use for bituminous products. No lamp would burn oil safely, and the
odor emitted by a petroleum lamp was, by all accounts, unbearably
rancid.20 Oil was, at best, useful as a lubricant to grease wagon wheels
and as a primitive veterinary medicine for the skin diseases that plagued
livestock.

The curiosity and creativity of a few men resulted in early attempts to
profit from this strange substance. In 1817, Josef Hecker explored the
feasibility of connecting the rural supply of oil to an urban demand and
was able to secure a contract from the magistrate of Prague for three
thousand tons of oil at 340 florins per metric ton. Unfortunately for
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Hecker, transportation problems, leaky barrels, and transportation costs
equivalent to nearly two-thirds of the price of the oil forced him to breach
his contract, prematurely ending his Rockefellerian experiment in distri-
bution.21 Given the limited appeal of putrid-smelling, highly combustible
oil lamps, this was perhaps fortunate for Prague, since the use of oil was
extremely dangerous throughout this period.

Hecker’s failure did not prevent others from trying their luck, however.
There were twenty oil pits dug in Borysław in 1835,22 and oil began to
look as if it might be profitable, if only to those with a large tolerance
for personal risk and fiscal adventure. Indications of oil’s eventual utility
as a source of illumination suggested that the government’s decision to
concede the right to royalties might have been foolish and premature.
Consequently, the Exchequer reconsidered its earlier decision and an-
nounced its new policy in October 1835: all bitumina, including those in
liquid form, were to be subject to the Imperial Mining Prerogative and
thus fell under imperial jurisdiction. Privileges would be distributed by
the Ministry of Finance, as they were to Josef Micewski in 1838 and the
Drohobycz Chamber of Commerce in 1841.23 In 1840, the Exchequer
announced that a mining tithe of 10 percent would be collected on all
bitumina, and that, in general, possessors of land containing bitumina
would be treated according to the same mining laws that applied to other
enfeoffable minerals. But this soon changed. The Exchequer responded
to local pressure in December 1841 by again removing liquid bitumina
that did not appear in conjunction with coal or solid bitumina from the
Imperial Mining Prerogative.24

The real boost to interest in oil came with the 1853 invention of a new
lamp that would burn petroleum odorlessly and safely, the result of many
years of research. Several young men were involved in the various stages
of both sides of experimentation: purification of oil and lamp design and
construction. Most of them were connected in one way or another to a
prominent pharmacy near the Lviv city center, Piotr Mikolasch’s Pod
Gwiazdą (Under the Star). Among them was Jan Zeh (1817–1897). Zeh’s
first exposure to oil came in 1830 while an apprentice in a pharmacy in
Sambor. He heard that a local peasant, known only by the name Bajtał,
had invented a means of distilling crude oil using a contraption he had
constructed from an iron pot and the barrel of an old rifle. Zeh described
Bajtał’s distillate as “colorless, volatile, with an unbearable odor, and ex-
tremely flammable.”25 Bajtał wandered through Galicia with his wares
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strapped to his back, selling his distillate as a medicine for sheep. Try as
he might, Zeh was never able to discover Bajtał’s real name, how or when
he began distilling oil, or where his primitive refinery was located. Zeh
lost all trace of Bajtał in 1840 and claimed that he simply disappeared
from the face of the earth.

Years later, in 1852, Zeh was employed as a laboratory assistant for
Mikolasch when Abraham Schreiner and his partner Leib Stierman
brought in a few hundredweights of oil that they had subjected to a
primitive purification process—the same pungent material Zeh remem-
bered from the days of Bajtał’s peddling. Now Zeh was in a better position
to indulge his curiosity about the material, and he devoted himself to the
task of classifying and purifying it. In order to make the product useful,
Zeh would have to both separate the most volatile fractions (which make
oil explosive) through distilling and remove impurities (which cause its
noxious odor) through purification. Zeh’s search came at a cost: since his
days were devoted to his pharmaceutical duties, he labored all night long
without suitable equipment, suffering from persistent headaches and diz-
ziness caused by the stinking, toxic gases. His clothes, hair, and skin were
so saturated with the stench of burning oil that he was hardly able to
appear in public. Zeh later reminisced that people avoided him, sus-
pecting that he was insane; he even claimed that old ladies whispered and
pointed at him when he walked down the street. The price he paid for
his discovery was beyond measure: he later lost his wife and sister-in-law
in an explosion set off when a match ignited petroleum gases near their
store.26

Finally, Zeh was able to come up with a purified material he claimed
was “relatively odorless.” He proudly applied for and received an imperial
patent for his purification process from the viceroy’s office in Lviv and
founded a distillation factory, employing four workers and running two
stills. As promising as his new lighting material was, and as carefully as
he explained how to use it, it did not catch on. Servants and cooks in
Lviv households who experimented with the new product cursed his in-
vention.27 Only the subsequent creation of a suitable petroleum lamp
made the whole enterprise possible. Zeh’s junior colleague at the phar-
macy, Ignacy Łukasiewicz (1822–1882), assisted him in this process, as
did a local tinsmith, who developed a new lamp to burn petroleum safely
in 1853.28 They immediately sent a sample of two thousand kilograms of
their purified product and the new lamps that would burn it to the Lviv
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General Hospital.29 The hospital’s management was duly impressed, and
on 31 July the Lviv General Hospital could proudly claim to be the first
public building in the world to be lit solely by petroleum-burning lamps.
A few months later, one of continental Europe’s oldest railroad lines, the
Emperor Ferdinand Northern Railway, began to experiment with re-
placing tallow candles with the new lamps in a few of its larger train
stations as part of a general overhaul of its station buildings from 1859
to 1865. In the winter of 1858–1859 the railway converted entirely to
petroleum lighting.30 By the end of the decade, the Lviv Chamber of
Trade and Commerce could declare that the use of lighting oil, “due to
its beautiful and intense light and its comparatively low cost,” was
spreading rapidly.31 Łukasiewicz quickly realized that the real profit lay in
refining oil and worked together with Moritz Baron Brunicki and Eugen
Zieliński to build a refinery in Klęczany.32 After leasing a pharmacy in
Gorlice, through which he hoped to make his living, he built a refinery
in Gorlice in 1854 and subsequently built refineries in Jasło, Polanka, and
Ułaszowice.33

While Łukasiewicz built up a small refining empire, others became
interested in profiting from the supply of this new commodity. As one
contemporary described the early stages of exploration, “a lively interest
in the treasures slumbering in our native soil” developed, and “one began,
though with undeniable mistrust, to set to work on rock oil production.”34

This brings us back to the Prussian entrepreneur Robert Doms, who
recognized in the early 1850s that ozokerite promised to offer a cheap
alternative to beeswax candles if a method of purifying it enough to trans-
form it into an attractive household commodity could be found. As men-
tioned earlier, his interest in ozokerite led him to apply in 1854 for a
clarification of Galician mineral rights possession laws. The final status
of those laws, after so many reversals, was obscure indeed.

Contemporary observers noted that the government’s interest waxed
and waned with the current level of business interest in oil itself, so it is
not surprising that Doms’s request elicited a considered response from
the Ministry of Finance. The ministry decided that in accordance with
the General Mining Law of 23 May 1854, petroleum and mineral wax
were in fact imperial property, along with “all minerals whose usefulness
derives from their content of metals, sulfur, alum, vitriol, or common
salt, furthermore, cement waters, graphite, and bitumina, finally all forms
of black and brown coal.”35 Thus the imperial government allowed itself
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to distribute concessions without consulting the wishes of the landowners.
In keeping with this decision, Doms was given a concession by the im-
perial government, which encouraged his exploitation of ozokerite with
the provision that he regularly report on his progress and findings.36

While the General Mining Law declared that all bitumina were subject
to the Imperial Mining Prerogative, it failed to elucidate exactly which
products were actually considered bitumina, leaving the door open for
further disputes. A few years later, in November 1860, the government
explicitly insisted that liquid petroleum belonged to the bitumina family,
but the Galician Provincial Diet would hear nothing of this. One of the
Provincial Diet’s earliest demands, after being reconstituted by Francis
Joseph’s February Patent in 1861, was to respond to a petition sent by
the provincial Agricultural Club by announcing in April that the finance
minister’s 1860 Resolution did not apply to Galicia. In January 1862, the
imperial authorities recognized Galicia’s claim to liquid petroleum and,
in February 1865, to ozokerite. To qualify for the exemption, both prod-
ucts had to be used exclusively for the purposes of illumination, a nearly
meaningless caveat, since lighting was oil’s only profitable use at that
time.37

This admission had monumental consequences for the Galician oil in-
dustry and its dependence on local versus imperial decision making. It
meant that determining the legal connection between ownership of sur-
face land and subterranean goods, introducing guidelines for maintaining
worker safety, writing regulations to protect farmland and waterways
from oleaginous pollution, constructing housing and hospitals for oil
workers, and arranging for transportation of goods and people into and
out of the oil basin, as well as providing mortgages for investors, technical
schools for oil engineers and drilling experts, and health and life insurance
for workers, all were left to the discretion of the landowners who con-
trolled the Galician Diet.

So, in the early 1860s, even before the extension of comprehensive
political autonomy to Galicia in 1867 in the wake of the Austro-
Hungarian Compromise, Galician landowners had successfully asserted
their claim to any mineral rights pertaining to the extraction of oil on
their land. In principle, legal conditions remained unaltered for two de-
cades, a critical period in the history of the Galician oil industry. On the
basis of these laws, hundreds of contracts were drawn up, control of the
land changed hands even where its ownership remained constant, and,
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perhaps most significant, the land itself was fundamentally reorganized
and reshaped. The parcellation that had plagued Galicia since the 1848
emancipation of the peasants continued to present a major problem. Be-
cause of the specific nature of the emancipation and because of laws
regarding land categorization that dated back to the reign of Maria
Theresa, Galicia was characterized by a large class of petty landowners
with plots of land too small to support their families.38 These landowners
saw an opportunity finally to derive profit from their dwarf holdings. In
order to maximize the number of contracts a landowner could turn to
profit, and in order to keep the purchase price attractively low, ever
smaller plots of already small peasant holdings were leased on an indi-
vidual basis. Peasants became speculators, only to see their plots sublet
at even higher rates. Small plots of land suited the needs of small-scale
operators, whose investment in oil exploration was very low. All that was
needed to become a wildcatter in the early days of the oil industry was
a ladder, a windlass, a pickax, a shovel, a rope, and a pail.39

Despite the ease of entry into the industry, optimism about oil’s prof-
itability, and the conviction that the amount of oil was limitless, big
capital and large companies largely steered clear of Galician oil in the
1860s and 1870s. By 1870, only one joint-stock company for the extrac-
tion of Galician oil, the Boryslawer Petroleum Gesellschaft, was in place.40

A few brave foreign capitalists did attempt to enter the industry despite
the specter of what one factory director described as “a foreign country
punished by political confusion, poor in capital and trust, completely
devoid of any popular education or a serviceable working class.”41 Under
these circumstances, however, capital was not enough to ensure success.
The Hamburg-Galizische Petroleum-Actien-Gesellschaft moved into
Klęczany (in western Galicia) and equipped itself with the best modern
tools available—drills, steam engines, and all the necessary materials for
purification and refining. All its investments notwithstanding, it was still
driven to bankruptcy by the “deplorable conditions of the oil industry”
in Galicia. Its ruin was blamed in particular on competition from a
plethora of small local companies.42

Operators interested in entering the Galician oil industry were faced
with a number of structural difficulties directly related to the empire’s
mineral rights policies. First, they were generally unable to convince locals
to sell their land outright, since even in those cases where landownership
was clearly established by land title registers, peasants were reluctant to
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relinquish hard-earned control.43 The vast majority of landowners, how-
ever, fell into the rustical rather than the dominical category.44 This meant
that until the very end of the nineteenth century, their landholdings were
not even included in land title registers, which made the sale and purchase
of their land nearly impossible.45

This factor contributed to the second problem: big business was scared
off by the ambiguity of provincial property law, which affected what was
or was not specifically outlined in the typical contract between landowner
and operator. Landowners were free to enter into leases with operators
who would then acquire extraction rights, usually for a period of roughly
twenty years, in exchange for an annual rent payment as long as no oil
was discovered. Once oil production had commenced, the landowners
collected a percentage (usually between 10 and 20 percent) of revenues
(not profits). However, since ownership of the mineral rights was bound
to ownership of the land, it was unclear what would happen if the land
was sold. Although land sales were rare, they were possible, a source of
disquiet for operators with long-term plans for large-scale investments. A
new landowner was not explicitly obliged to honor any contracts for
mineral rights made by his or her predecessor, because these obligations
did not appear in the land title registers recording landownership.46

Finally, parcellation meant that these problems were multiplied over
dozens of contracts drawn up with dozens of landowners. Since plots of
land were very small, gaining control over a large tract of land required
successfully cobbling together scores of parcels all held by different
owners.47 The need for large plots was not based only on the desire of
larger firms to dominate the industry; it had a pragmatic origin based on
the nature of the targeted material itself. The oil industry was and is very
risky. Only when a prospector could sink multiple wells did the odds of
finding oil in at least one of them become favorable. The rule of capture
exacerbated this problem still further. Like a deer that wanders from one
manorial estate to another, ignoring the niceties of human property and
poaching laws, subterranean oil was notoriously inconsiderate of dearly
purchased rights to its extraction. It flowed from one underground cavity
to another in search of areas of relatively low pressure. Since pressure
was released through drilling, the first prospector to tap into an under-
ground cavity caused oil to rush to the surface, often far from where it
had peacefully slumbered for ages. Unable to demonstrate whence the oil
came, although often suspecting that it came from right under his nose,
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a prospector who had struck oil was forced to watch despondently as his
neighbors quickly responded to any successful wells they saw on his land
by digging wells of their own. The neighbors’ goal was to sink wells as
close to the boundary between the two plots as they could manage. Ac-
cording to law, the minimum distance between two wells was a mere ten
fathoms, or about nineteen meters.48 If competitors were promptly able
to dig a pit deeper than the original one, the chances were good that the
oil would rush into their wells and out into their storage barrels. This
problem was so widespread that the battle between spiteful neighbors
formed a literary trope in stories and newspaper articles about Borysław.
A classic example of the former is Ivan Franko’s story “The Bonus,” in
which one oilman’s rage after his neighbor steals his oil leads to his pre-
mature death.49

The infamous rapaciousness of neighbors made it strategically impor-
tant to oil prospectors that the perimeter of their land be as far as possible
from any successful wells, granting them some measure of protection
from neighbors. This, too, made small parcels of land unattractive to
serious investors. To make matters worse, landowners did not lease their
parcels in their entirety to a single bidder, but rather divided them further
into sections, each large enough for a single shaft, so that thirty to forty
different oil operators could find themselves sharing access to less than
six thousand square meters of land.50 According to one proponent of
Crown control, this proximity exacerbated tensions: “in a short period of
time shafts cropped up thickly upon one another, so that it was inevitable
that competing companies would bump into each other, and the feverish
activity of the mostly uneducated businessmen on such a crowded ter-
ritory could not help but lead to the reciprocal infliction of coarse injuries
and even to the law of the jungle.”51 This was no happy village of locals
taking a common stand against the threat of foreign exploitation.

The oil industry did not appear to thrive under the aegis of private
property. Consequently, the imperial government did not happily leave
control over the oil industry to the provincial government and Galician
landowners. Nor did everyone agree that it should have. Mining inspec-
tors who were sent to report on whether local government officials
seemed to be up to the job of regulating the industry and guaranteeing
safety inevitably reported that they were not. The ministries of agriculture
and the interior urgently dispatched memoranda reminding the viceroy
of Galicia of his duty to report to the central government, evidence both
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of continuing concern in Vienna and of local inattention to mandated
communication with the imperial capital.52 Nor were landowners them-
selves unequivocally happy about the new situation. The courts were filled
with contractual disputes and angry lawsuits between landowners and
operators, neither of whom were given any legal protection or adminis-
trative guidance in understanding their respective privileges and obliga-
tions.53 By 1870, the Drohobycz District Court was notoriously over-
burdened by the highest per capita caseload of any court district in the
empire. Local landowners complained that the settlement of even the
most urgent civil disputes took several years. By the First World War,
the Drohobycz District Court, the largest in Austria, boasted thirty ju-
dicial officials.54 The region’s reputation for excessively litigious tendencies
was recorded in Józef Rogosz’s semiautobiographical novel In Galician
Hell, in which he claimed that the Ruthenian villagers of the oil basin
drove themselves to ruin with protracted legal battles: “Indeed, people
litigate a cause sometimes for an entire year all for nothing and in so
doing lose their possessions. Nevertheless, with very few exceptions, they
do this only because they seek justice.”55

Engineers and industry observers from Vienna submitted a barrage of
complaints and horrified reports to newspapers, trade journals, and gov-
ernment officials about the hazardous nature of the oil industry. They
lamented the workers’ peril, the abuse and misuse of the land, and the
generally miserable conduct of all parties involved. A devastating fire that
ravaged Borysław in September 1874, destroying two hundred shafts and
innumerable outbuildings and costing several workers their lives, drew
renewed attention to the inadequacy of local conditions. The fire, which
started when a worker foolishly tossed a match he had used to light an
illicit cigarette into a bucket of oil, revealed the lack of any kind of fire
prevention measures, fire-fighting abilities, or safety precautions in the
oil industry. The chief district magistrate concluded that the enormous
piles of extracted ozokerite left to accumulate near the mines had blocked
passage through the terrain and inhibited attempts to gain control over
the spreading fire.56 The minister of agriculture, in a report to the minister
of the interior, lamented the fact that the oil industry, excluded as it was
from the Imperial Mining Prerogative, no longer fell under his jurisdic-
tion. He was more determined than ever to support passage of a bill he
was working on at the time to bring all bitumina back under the gov-
ernment’s care. This disaster revealed to him, however, the necessity of
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reforming the industry before such a measure was taken. Not to do so,
he warned, would mean burdening the government with an industry that
had already been “condemned to eternal ruin.”57

After the fire, inspectors sent by the Ministry of Agriculture in 1875
submitted very similar reports on the industry’s problems: the land par-
cels were too small, and industrial conditions endangered workers, were
terribly inefficient, and did not observe any of the rules of rational, pro-
fessional, scientific mining. Their complaints centered on the wax in-
dustry in particular, since the paraffin candles that were produced from
ozokerite were much more profitable than petroleum for lamps
throughout the 1860s and 1870s.58 They pointed out the danger that the
prevalent style of wax mining posed to the environment. The activities
of men below the ground were changing the land’s outward appearance.
The pockmarked surface of the earth warned of the dangers of unham-
pered mining, and even the industry’s most ardent supporters believed
that mining for oil products “makes greater demands on the earth’s sur-
face than any other form of mining, making [the land] unusable for any
other purpose.”59 Too many holes in the earth dug too close together and
with insufficient internal reinforcements had led to a mass movement of
earth: “This mass movement expresses itself through the collapse of shaft
reinforcements, the formation of wide clefts reaching to the surface, and
the sinking of public streets and houses.”60 There were no land title reg-
isters for rustical properties, so it was difficult to record who actually
owned the land. Contracts between landowners and leaseholders would
be canceled if and when the land was sold, which made entering into
contracts dubious and dangerous for serious long-term investors. The
government, they concluded, must distribute, regulate, and control min-
eral rights. If it failed to do so, advocates of Crown control warned, “in
a short period of time the entire wax terrain of Borysław will be lost to
production, and a catastrophe will occur costing hundreds of lives.”61

The bulk of the dissatisfied were mining entrepreneurs, major indus-
trialists, and professional engineers. The difference between celebration
and dismay over the current laws mirrored the difference between the
small independents and those who had a reason to believe that they could
successfully request a royal commission under the Imperial Mining Pre-
rogative. The latter wanted to create big businesses by making large in-
vestments and reaping large gains. The landlords, on the other hand, were
willing to lease to anyone, in complete disregard of the lessor’s ability to
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Rapacious digging under the ground caused the collapse of poorly constructed
wooden dwellings in Borysław. (Author’s collection.)

finance professional production. Dividing land into small plots had the
natural effect of making it generally affordable, which meant that cost
considerations did not weed out small, incompetent competitors. Critics
noted that producers failed to take advantage of the rising price of oil
during the 1870s and blamed the decline in production not on the de-
pression that started in 1873, but rather on mismanagement and a system
of overexploitation or “predatory mining,” which made it impossible to
effectively extract even oil and ozokerite that had already been discov-
ered.62

The government’s inspectors and commissioners sent to investigate Ga-
lician conditions throughout the 1870s had no shortage of recommen-
dations on how to improve them. All unanimously advocated a return
to the Imperial Mining Prerogative and couched their arguments in terms
of securing a more democratic distribution of mineral rights access, al-
though many rightly suspected that the application of the Imperial
Mining Prerogative would have the opposite effect. Galician advocates for
the Imperial Mining Prerogative tried to argue that government control
would give mineral rights to anyone who applied for them and could
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demonstrate the ability to make use of them: “Since the state only reserves
the right to exploit subterranean mineral treasures for itself in order to
grant it to the first suitable applicant, mining is in fact made independent
of the conditions of surface ownership and placed under the protection
of the entire community to the benefit of both parties.”63 Leaving mineral
rights in private hands, however, meant abandoning them to the mercy
of landlords who operated according to motives that were not open to
public scrutiny.64

There was no expectation that large landlords themselves might want
to take advantage of these rights. Early observers claimed that landowners
who directly entered the oil industry were few and far between, reflecting
the widespread aristocratic contempt for developing industry. Chief
Mining Commissioner H. Wachtel claimed in 1860 that “the landowners
themselves have not taken advantage of the favorably developing indus-
trial opportunities, and—one must sadly admit—hardly ever will.”65 On
the other hand, some argued, the Galician oil industry was living proof
of the validity of the old proverb “Wie gewonnen so zerronnen” (Easy
come, easy go): peasant landowners who had suddenly found themselves
heirs to unimagined sources of wealth simply let it ooze through their
fingers.66 Why should this precious commodity be left in the hands of
those who either lacked the will or the means to take advantage of their
hidden riches?

Some argued that the landowners themselves suffered from the twin
evils of parcellation and land speculation. In the 1870s, no one knew how
to determine accurately what land would hold oil. As soon as anyone in
a particular village stumbled upon any underground repositories of oil,
everyone’s land for miles around was considered suspect, land prices
soared, and speculation took off. A contemporary described the process
thus:

If a prospector sank a shaft maybe 8–10 fathoms [ca. 15–19 meters]

deep and found oil, or a landowner suspected with confidence that he

had oil in his field, then he would have nothing more pressing to do

than to divide the entire field into small segments 1 fathom wide and

2 feet deep, about 2–3 fathoms from one another, without any regular

order or succession, and to sell the ensuing divisions, called zakopi, to

individual operators. According to the probability of success, zakopi cost

15, 50, 100 or 200 florins, in addition to one-fourth of the production.

. . . These zakopi are traded like stocks on the exchange.67
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Borysław notoriously offered the starkest picture of the parcellation of
land that followed its division into ever smaller lots for sale. In 1881 there
were 204 different companies engaged in the search for and extraction of
bitumina in Borysław and in the villages immediately surrounding it.68

Together these enterprises controlled 1,462.74 hectares. The average plot
size per organization or individual would thus appear to be approximately
7.17 hectares. However, the Prince Günther Schwarzburg Sondershausen
Company in Schodnica controlled 1,351 hectares of this land. If we ex-
clude this one property, we are left with a mere 111.74 hectares for 203
companies, for an average of .55 hectares, or 5,500 square meters, per
company—approximately the size of a regulation American football
field.69 But even that average is misleading: 184 (90 percent) of these 203
companies controlled less than 1 hectare, and 132 (65 percent) of them
owned less than .1 hectare, that is, one-fifth of a regulation football field.
While the Schwarzburg Sondershausen Company sank only 5 wells on its
vast tract of land, the other companies together accounted for 547 wells
under construction and 1,232 wells in operation, along with 1,548 that
had already been abandoned. There was, thus, a total of 3,327 large holes
in the ground spread out over a space of 111.74 hectares, for an average
of 29 holes per hectare, or 1 every 336 square meters. Taken together,
these statistics paint a clear picture of a terrain crowded with pits, mines,
shacks, derricks, and great expectations.

Hardly a year went by in which proposals for reform were not made.
In January 1874, the Galician Provincial Diet debated the merits of an
imperial government motion to return all bitumina to the Imperial
Mining Prerogative over a three-year transition period. The Provincial
Diet had the right to approve any laws pertaining to oil, in accordance
with the law of 1861 that granted it jurisdiction over all matters not
specifically reserved for the imperial government.70 Its debate deserves
closer examination, because within its polemics we find hidden clues
about the nature of the controversy and the adversaries’ motives. When
the imperial Viennese government proposed to claim control over local
industry and the Provincial Diet refused to grant the government that
control, rhetoric quickly became infused with references to the colonial
status of the periphery versus centralized imperial power. Throughout the
oil industry’s development, self-defined Poles such as Stanisław Szczepa-
nowski claimed that the Galician oil industry suffered precisely because
it was in Galicia rather than in Bohemia or Lower Austria.71 The debate
over mineral rights did not, however, emerge as a nationalist conflict
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between defenders of Polish interest and propagators of German and
Jewish interest masked as imperial justice. In a political context rife with
national and nationalist conflicts, the absence of ethnicized rhetoric in
the debate over the oil industry stands out. At issue here were questions
of landownership, private property, and local control. At the heart of the
matter lay a web of overlapping and competing concerns: first, conser-
vative agricultural landowners against landowners who were interested in
the technological and industrial potential of their properties; second,
landowners in general against capitalist investors; third, small business
against big business. The process of disentangling these various conflicts
is complicated by the facts that small capital often lined up with local
capital and that large business and foreign capital (including Viennese
capital) were nearly synonymous. But the major difference between the
two camps lay in the kind of industry that would be created and its
relative prominence vis-à-vis agriculture, not the language its administra-
tors would speak.

The interests of each side were reflected in the 1874 Provincial Diet
debate and represented by the two alternate proposals that emerged from
a subcommittee established to review the government motion. Both pro-
posals accepted the government’s claim that more supervision was needed
to regulate the industry. The first proposal, however, insisted that own-
ership of mineral rights must remain exclusively in the hands of land-
owners. Although landowners would need government permission to ex-
plore their land for oil and to set up production on their land, they could
not be forced either to explore themselves or to allow anyone else to do
so without their permission. This would provide for regulations on the
conduct of oil production operations without permitting regulations that
constricted the rights of agrarian landowners or endangered the value of
their property. Here the first priority would be to respect the rights of
landowners to decide the extent to which they wished to exploit the min-
eral wealth hidden beneath the surface of their property. The promotion
of oil production and the development of industry were of secondary
concern.

The second proposal put forward by the subcommittee and favored by
three of its five members went much further. While it stopped short of
returning mineral rights to the Imperial Mining Prerogative, it accepted
the supervision of minerals’ exploitation as a government concern. The
proposal’s premise was that the government had the right to encourage
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and oversee oil production with or without the support of the land-
owners. In the final analysis, industrial development was as important as
the sovereignty of landowners—if not more so. Landowners would have
the right of first refusal: that is, no one would be allowed to apply for a
concession to explore for oil on someone else’s land unless the landowner
had first declared an unwillingness or an inability to explore. A declara-
tion of intent to explore did not guarantee that the landowners would
be protected from external interference, however. Each landowner who
wished to take advantage of his or her land’s subterranean wealth would
have a limited time to do so (the proposal suggested six months). If a
landowner chose not to pursue his or her claim within that time, the
government would be free to grant a concession to any applicant. In this
case, extracting oil from the ground and making it available to the em-
pire’s consumers was the first priority; landowners’ rights were respected
only as long as they did not inhibit this primary goal.

Some of the men who voted for the first proposal spoke Polish, some
Ukrainian. Some of the men who voted for the second proposal spoke
Polish, some Ukrainian. Not one of them argued that Vienna was the
natural seat of decision making in Galician affairs. Edward Dzwonkowski,
who spoke in favor of the second, further-reaching proposal, was just as
ardent as representatives of the more moderate proposal in his opposition
to returning mineral rights to the Imperial Mining Prerogative. He argued
that doing so would mean the end of the small companies and the demise
of scores of local entrepreneurs, chased out by big business:

Entrepreneurs who had earned significant amounts before but whose

wells produced only a few barrels [would] lose their mines, because they

would not be able to survive the competition. This is what awaits our

businessmen if large capital concentrates. Our country [Galicia] will

produce, companies will grow, but what will our country profit from

that? . . . If significant foreign capital enters the picture, then our

country will indeed produce truly great quantities, but the profits will

not stay with us; they will go to Vienna, to Berlin, or to London.72

While the danger of foreign interference in local business was a popular
theme in the Galician Provincial Diet, the familiar juxtaposition of us
(Poles) versus them (everyone else) masked an equally significant differ-
ence between large businessmen, small businessmen, and large land-
owners. The mineral rights issue created a bond between a trinity of
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unlikely bedfellows. The first group was made up of small, predominantly
Jewish producers whose inefficient and risky enterprises would be threat-
ened by competition from large, capital-rich corporations. These small
producers were joined by the Ruthenian peasants who leased their strips
of land, or zakopi, to them. Finally, they found allies in large Polish estate
owners who dreaded the prospect of foreigners converting their fields
into strips of muddy black earth poisoned by the putrid stench of petro-
leum gases. They feared that the presence of influential businesses in
Galicia might interfere with the hegemony of the large landowners.

Polish-speaking gentry with large land holdings and Ukrainian-
speaking peasants in eastern Galicia with small plots had little in
common, but they did share an interest in protecting their sovereignty
on their own land, regardless of its size. For Polish landowners, this meant
securing the right to refuse to explore for oil; for Ruthenians it meant
protecting the small landowners’ rights both to explore themselves and
to be protected from the ruthless competition of more competent parties.

One of the few Ruthenian delegates to the Provincial Diet, lawyer Vasyl’
Koval’s’kyi (1826–1911), argued that all landowners were equally threat-
ened by the rapaciousness of external business interests: “Now, is it right
to change decisions about the characteristics of these products [that is,
whether or not they fall under the Imperial Mining Prerogative] because
a few nonlandowners, casting an envious gaze on others’ property, sud-
denly wanted to make profits?” Landowners were the only group who
could be trusted with the care of Galicia’s natural wealth, he continued.
“American entrepreneurs and other foreigners will begin exploration, ac-
quire land and bring in real engineers to dig wells and change the land,
but they will not produce oil in our country, but will convey their Amer-
ican oil over here and sell it to us! Such cases have already occurred.”73

Oil offered poor Ruthenian peasants a unique opportunity to enrich
themselves—to their benefit and also to the benefit of the state, which
enjoyed higher returns on its tax claims. Denying them access to their
own good fortune, however, would reduce them to the abject poverty
from which they had only recently been rescued. In the words of another
Ruthenian deputy, history teacher Mykola Antonevych, “Our country
would be left like a squeezed lemon, and the landowners would come to
poverty and misery.”74 Appealing simultaneously to a localized sense of
identity and a broad fear of challenges to landownership, advocates of the
minority motion presented themselves as the champions of the province’s
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entire landowning population, that is, as friends of wealthy and poor
landowners alike.

The proponents of the second proposal, however, refused to defend
their position as one that asserted the rights of outsiders or imperial
authority. They insisted that the real issue was whether uneducated lay-
persons in political offices should retain oversight over mining affairs, or
if responsibility would be better invested in the hands of trained mining
professionals. The question did not pit Vienna against Lviv, they argued,
but rather the modern, rational, technological scientist against the back-
ward, agriculturally oriented politician, easily confused by the intricacies
of industrial development. At the same time, it revealed the different
motives and interests of serious miners and investors who wanted to
pursue oil exploration and production over the long term against the
petty businesses that deputy Ferdynand Weigel called “small, haphazard
Raubwirtschaften [predatory and exploitative mining companies], without
any significance—on the contrary, actually harmful with their backward
methods of production.” These small producers threatened to ruin the
industry beyond repair: “Anyone who has observed our style of produc-
tion in person has realized that owners together with a mass of petty
entrepreneurs, lessees, and sub-lessees tempted by the lure of even insig-
nificant profits, extract oil so unprofessionally, so out of step with the
rules of rational mining, that it is a horror.”75 Weigel went on to compare
the effects of these small businesses to those of moles, who in digging
their holes destroy the land and render it useless without providing any
benefit in exchange.

In the end, the Provincial Diet elected to pass the more conservative
minority proposal, retaining the landowners’ exclusive right to determine
in what manner and to what purpose their land should be used. In the
absence of extensive new government regulations, the landowners’ atten-
dant obligation to abide by such regulations was of little import. Discus-
sion continued over how best to administer and regulate the reform of
the industry. Chief Mining Commissioner Edward Windakiewicz, having
abandoned all hope of returning control over petroleum extraction to the
Imperial Mining Prerogative, suggested establishing a mining police to
supervise the industry. Petitions were submitted to the District Mining
Office from both sides of the conflict: landowners predictably demanded
that their rights be respected, and miners and industrialists insisted that
the reckless mining style of dilettante producers had led to a dramatic
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decline in production. Borysław’s face was marred by 8,000 abandoned
shafts; in Galicia only 4,000 shafts were still in operation out of 20,000
dug. Small producers did not know how to efficiently run a well and were
therefore more likely to abandon prematurely the oil left in dug pits
without exhausting the supply.76

The controversy led the Galician Society for the Improvement of the
Oil Industry to submit a bill before the Provincial Diet in 1881.77 This
motion eventually led to the passage in 1884 of a definitive new mining
law, the Imperial Petroleum Law, intended to eliminate remaining un-
certainty surrounding the Imperial Mining Prerogative and mineral rights
once and for all. The law was approved by both the imperial
(in May) and the Galician provincial diet (in December). In keeping with
years of indecision, the new law attempted to incorporate both the ben-
efits of state supervision and those of private control.

The first sentence of §1 confirmed that all bitumina, in particular pe-
troleum and ozokerite, were at the disposal of the landowner, a clear
victory for the latter. The very next sentence, however, announced that
the extraction of these minerals was subject to the supervision of the
Mining Authority, a concession to the demands of the mining profes-
sionals and industrialists.78 In this fashion, the law immediately created
an intermediate status for mineral rights between the two poles of land-
owners’ absolute sovereignty and outright Crown control. The law’s
second substantive change involved the creation of a new ownership cat-
egory: “oil fields.” Ownership of an oil field referred to the right to exploit
oil, not to the ownership of the field that held it. This meant that mineral
rights were henceforth held separately from the land itself and could thus
be leased independently of changing landownership. As a consequence of
the new law, the minister of justice decreed, with the approval of the
Galician Provincial Diet, that control over the oil fields would be recorded
in oil registers, just as control over land was recorded in the land title
registers.79 Maintaining a clear record of mineral rights ownership would
serve to alleviate the lessee’s insecurity in a case where the landowner sold
the land itself.

The delicate balance struck by the new mining law restricted the rights
of landowners and increased their responsibilities without diminishing
their ultimate ownership of their land and all its resources—animal, veg-
etable, or mineral. Landowners were not free to deny operators access to
their lands under all circumstances: operators were guaranteed the right

Parliament
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to compensate neighboring landowners for the purposes of erecting out-
buildings, removing water from their mines, and building roads or rail-
road lines to the extent required by their mining operation. Provisions
were made to ease the acquisition of mortgages to finance prospecting
and production, and the government promised to oversee the negotiation
and management of those mortgages. Although oil fields could be leased
at the landowners’ will, they had to meet certain requirements set by the
imperial government: they could be no smaller than one hectare and no
larger than thirty-six. The upward limit was designed to prevent specu-
lators from purchasing rights to large tracts of land and profiting from
their subsequent subletting. The law also established a mining police and
created regulations intended to monitor and control working conditions.
Further legislation began the process of protecting workers’ rights by ban-
ning children and women from subterranean labor, limiting the length
of shifts to twelve hours, and forbidding work on Sundays.80

In recognition of the considerable autonomy of Galicia’s landowners,
many of whom were also the province’s leading political figures, the new
law envisioned a restricted role for the imperial government in the de-
velopment of any further rules and regulations relating to the daily man-
agement of the oil industry. In §13, jurisdiction over further legal deci-
sions concerning extraction rights to bitumina was placed in the hands
of provincial lawmakers. Provincial legislation would have to decide how
to monitor “the operation and administration, the mining police and the
conduct of the Mining Authority, and finally the penal power of the
Mining Authority.”81 While mining activity in general remained the re-
sponsibility of the Ministry of Agriculture, which continued to oversee
matters relating to the industry as a whole until the Ministry of Public
Works took over supervision of the petroleum industry after its creation
in 1908, detailed supervision over the legal framework of the industry
clearly devolved to provincial authorities.

In the context of an empire often posthumously derided for its inability
to create “institutionalized channels that allow for regularized forms of
participation on the part of the populace in order to enhance the legiti-
macy of government,”82 the entire debate about the property regime best
suited to oil—and which governmental authority had the right to deter-
mine what that property regime was—takes on a particular significance.
The oil industry was and is fundamentally unfair—there is no justice in
the distribution of wealth and success among its participants. In that
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sense, one cannot begin to talk about a democratic distribution of power,
or of oil as empowering the little man. Peasants and “little men” in gen-
eral were as poorly represented in the provincial government as in the
imperial government, if not more poorly still. Nevertheless, this debate
represents an occasion on which local politicians and local interest groups
were able to hold their own against the central government and its official
and unofficial agents. As historian Gary Cohen would have suspected,
since the middle of the nineteenth century, the site for discussions of
“social welfare, crime, public health, primary education, and economic
development”83—at least as far as they related to the oil industry—was
thus clearly not Vienna, but Lviv.

These new regulations and restrictions may seem modest in scope and
did not change the fundamental nature of the oil industry overnight. They
did, however, create a legal framework for the gradual entry of foreign
capital into the industry, even while maintaining local supervision. By
introducing extensive government regulation of the industry without
claiming state ownership of oil and wax, Vienna was able to indirectly
interfere with the industry’s organization, design, and management. Al-
though landowners had exclusive rights to the profits derived from their
subterranean property, the government retained the position of arbiter,
mediator, and negotiator between conflicting parties—whether land-
owner and operator, producer and refiner, or employer and employee.
Over the next two decades, large businesses, most of them set up with
foreign capital, began to take hold of the Galician oil industry. Once their
position was secure, they used economic tools to accomplish privately
what the government had been unable to do by fiat. They slowly squeezed
out local producers, established economies of scale, and created and re-
created cartels and cooperatives to share the costs of pipelines and storage
facilities. But in the 1860s and 1870s, organization and modernization
were concepts for the future. The oil industry awaited the coming of
leaders who would make it viable in a world of international competition.
In the 1880s, they would appear.
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Petroleum Fever

Foreign Entrepreneurs

and a New National Industry

The story of the oil industry’s economic maturation is not a simple one
of industrialists forging ahead with a project of modernization and de-
velopment. Galician oil entrepreneurs’ political battles and social status
reveal that the Galician oil industry was the site of disputes with more
than merely economic consequences. At no point in the course of its
development were decisions relating to oil production, refining, and trade
made solely on the basis of economic interests or reasoning. Political
debates within Galicia, as well as those between Lviv and Vienna, were
colored by competing visions of Galicia’s proper place in the Austrian
Empire (or in a reconstructed Poland). External participation in Galician
industry was accompanied by overt and hidden attempts to “civilize” the
province and its inhabitants, or, conversely, to develop appropriate strat-
egies for dealing with the lack of civilization in Europe’s own “Siberia.”1

At the same time, Galicia became the site of attempts to create a mini-
Polish state in the absence of the “historic” Polish-Lithuanian Common-
wealth, taking advantage of the political privileges that came with wide-
spread autonomy and the economic opportunities offered by what
appeared to be immense natural wealth. Although oil producers of the
1860s and 1870s were grouped together in the contemporary imagination
under the rubric of selfish, ignorant, and shortsighted peasants, the oil
producers of the 1880s and 1890s would earn themselves the respect and
admiration of engineers for decades to come. This was a period in which
reputations and fortunes were established by a group of pioneering young
men who chose Galicia as the site of a grand experiment in national and
personal improvement. Their individual stories cannot be divided from
the story of the maturation of the Galician oil industry.
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Traveling to Borysław in the early 1880s was an onerous task not to
be undertaken lightly. Although it was connected to the Austrian railroad
network via an extension of the Dniesterbahn in 1872, travel remained
arduous. First, the visitor would be subjected to the discomforts and
hazards of Galician train travel, immortalized by General Stumm’s com-
plaint in Robert Musil’s 1930 novel The Man without Qualities: “But do
you know what it’s like?! It’s like traveling second class in Galicia and
picking up crab lice! I’ve never felt so filthy helpless!”2 After arriving in
Borysław’s train station, which was itself two kilometers from the town,
the hapless visitor would struggle to find a hackney carriage to take him
the remaining distance along a dirt road that was impossible for a pe-
destrian with city shoes to navigate.3 Once there, he would find none of
the amenities that ease the weary traveler. An illustrated guidebook to
Galicia written for tourists and business travelers reported little that
would recommend Borysław to the accidental tourist. This “Petroleum
California of Galicia” offered the spectator a “valley filled with thousands
of mines and shafts, piles of clay and slate, numerous barracks, buildings,
and warehouses,” but although it had delivered “over 20 million [sic]
wax, oil, and oil products,” one saw “no prosperity in this village of 10,000
souls. . . . The workers are demoralized by alcoholism. Although a Mining
Office has its seat here and the influx of foreigners is considerable, one
finds no hotels—only crude inns and a few miserable traiteurs.” Visitors
to the nearest metropolis, Drohobycz (which boasted 18,225 residents in
1882), fared little better. Despite the presence of three hotels, two restau-
rants, and a café, Drohobycz was derided as a “rich but unclean city.” As
a symbol of the city’s unusual wealth, the authors noted that an asphalt
sidewalk (a rarity in the small towns of Galicia) ran along the main boul-
evard that was lined by the beautiful houses and gardens of the “petro-
leum kings.”4 Commenting on its filth, another visitor lamented that this
same sidewalk was frequented by petroleum peddlers, “covered with pe-
troleum from head to toe,” who “brush against pedestrians whose clothes
they besmirch.” To place this outrageous behavior in context, he added:
“in other towns, these peddlers have their designated places of sales, and
they are not permitted to use the sidewalks.”5

But despite these obstacles, over the next few decades more and more
prominent personalities and humble vagrants chose to travel to the oil
basin. In addition to Emperor Francis Joseph, whose 1880 trip repre-
sented a calculated desire to demonstrate support for the province’s
newest and most promising industry, the oil basin drew thousands of
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other, more characteristic, new faces. From 1882 to 1914, Drohobycz’s
population rose from just over 18,000 to around 38,000 residents.
Borysław and Tustanowice, two villages that had grown together into one
sprawling town, together housed 28,000 (up from a modest 7,613 in
1872).6 Even these numbers are deceptive, however, since not everyone
who came to the region was counted in official censuses. Many lived in
neighboring villages and hoped to supplement their income with casual
day labor in one of the wax mines or oil pits. These drew the attention
of locals who saw in the booming population of newcomers, itinerants,
and passers-through opportunities to make money from the provision of
lodging, food, and drink. A few optimistic socialists sought progressive,
modern men and women in the local workers. Then there were entre-
preneurs, most of them exogenous, with visions of future fortunes that
justified the present personal sacrifices required in a move from the civ-
ilized West to the Galician hinterland.
While migrant and temporary workers had characterized the villages

and towns of the oil basin since the beginning of the industry, as had the
innkeepers and tavern keepers who lived off those workers’ need for
shelter and entertainment, only in the 1880s did the oil region begin to
attract significant numbers of serious entrepreneurs and the skilled
workers who were required by technologically modern production
methods. In the decade that began with the introduction of the new
mining law in 1884 and ended with the opening of the particularly rich
oil fields of Schodnica in 1895, Galicia saw a transformation in the tech-
nology used to extract oil, a concomitant explosion in production, and
the emergence of a powerful lobby of large-scale producers who made it
clear that they had linked their personal fortunes to those of the oil
industry. At the turn of the twentieth century, the companies founded
by those entrepreneurs were joined by a plethora of new joint-stock com-
panies backed by banks and conglomerates from outside Galicia, in-
cluding some of Vienna’s most prominent financial institutions. Their
proprietors and governing boards were prepared to defend their interests
against those of landowners, of small business operators, of central Vi-
ennese authorities, and of refiners. At the middle of the nineteenth cen-
tury, oil was a curiosity, and its extraction and exploitation were the realm
of scientists and adventurers. By the beginning of the twentieth century,
oilmen represented a powerful social and economic force that helped
define the course of Galician politics.
Starting in 1884, the methods of financing and executing oil production
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and refining in Galicia matured. New technologies that promised to raise
the Galician oil industry to standards set by the United States were in-
troduced. At the same time, a group of large, capital-rich companies,
often with foreign backing, slowly tried to drive smaller, more haphazard
companies out of business, a process that continued until the outbreak
of the First World War. Neither of these developments were complete
metamorphoses, however. Digging and hand drilling continued side by
side with machine drilling. Small-scale companies with a handful of em-
ployees and no capital investment held on to their precarious existence
for decades more.
Interest in oil had been slow to materialize among larger companies.

A list of 205 oil and wax production companies active in 1881 reveals
that almost all companies were run by individual Galicians, most of them
Jewish. The only exceptions were two large wax companies: the Galician
Credit Bank and the Société Française pour l’Exploitation de Cire Mi-
nérale et Pétrole, commonly refered to as “the French Company.”7 The
Galician trade inspector reported in 1884: “it is a well-known fact that,
with the exception of the city of Biała, there is not a single so-called
industrial city in all of Galicia, and that the few factories lie like oases
scattered in a desert.”8 There were several explanations for this: one Vi-
ennese mining commissioner suggested that it was in part the fault of the
“stranglehold of taxation” (a remark that aroused the immediate objec-
tion of the Ministry of Finance) and in part the fault of still underde-
veloped consumer markets.9 In addition, the weakness of the domestic
(that is, Galician) market was such that high-quality oil made for export
could not be sold there, leading to the production of two different grades
of oil, described in a government report as “one white, high grade, iden-
tical to American [oil] for the cities, the wealthiest rural residents, and
for export, and one yellow, mixed with gasoline to raise its illuminating
power and its quality, for the rural poor.” A subsequent comment in this
report revealed that the difference was not just cosmetic: “This lesser type,
although called ‘explosive’, poses no threat when one knows how to
handle it and has won, due to its much cheaper price, a large market.”10

But exports remained low: in 1891, Galicia produced 87,700 tons of oil,
of which only 2,630 tons (less than 3 percent) were exported.11 The high
costs of production and shipping made Austrian oil incapable of com-
peting with American oil outside of the empire, and little had been done
to lower those costs.
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In the early 1880s, a series of developments made the industry more
promising to entrepreneurs. First, an 1881 law ensured that foreign joint-
stock companies could legally run mining operations in Austria.12 Second,
the construction in 1883 of the Transversalbahn, which ran through the
entire oil basin, connected production regions with the rest of the empire.
Third, the 1884 Mining Law, which introduced registries for landown-
ership and mineral rights control, brought about greater regulation of the
oil industry. Fourth, the introduction of higher tariffs for crude and re-
fined oils in 1882 provided some price protection from imports.13 These
developments did not themselves cause the explosion in production and
investment that characterized the oil industry in the last years of the
nineteenth century, but they did create a more promising market. That
promise drew the attention of several inspired individuals whose actions
did indeed directly contribute to the oil industry’s unprecedented growth.
Two men took the lead in taking advantage of this improving situation:

Stanisław Antoni Prus Szczepanowski (1846–1900) and William Henry
MacGarvey (1843–1914). Neither was born in Galicia. MacGarvey was a
native of Canada; Szczepanowski was born in the Duchy of Posen
(Poznań). Nor did they represent the type of great and prominent figures
who are memorialized in biographical dictionaries of Galicia. Neither was
noble, neither was invested with particular artistic talents, and neither
participated in any of the numerous nineteenth-century uprisings that
created popular Polish heroes. But both were symptomatic of a new breed
of Galician citizen; as Ivan Franko put it, such entrepreneurial spirits were
still without “stable foundations” in Galician culture,14 but they were in-
creasingly to be found. Szczepanowski and MacGarvey were fully com-
mitted to the Galician oil industry; their personal fortunes would rise and
fall with oil production and prices. Not connected to Galicia by birth or
breeding, they chose to settle in the province and make it their permanent
home. Pioneers, innovators, and self-made men both, they set an example
of the great potential and the great peril of the oil industry and left that
industry transformed.
Both Szczepanowski and MacGarvey turned their attention to Galicia

around 1880 (Szczepanowski in 1879 and MacGarvey in 1882) amid news
of impending legal reform. What they found when they got there was an
industry that had stagnated, in particular in the years after the depression
of 1873. Mining was carried out largely in the same primitive fashion
that had characterized the previous decade. The quarter century of tech-
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nological progress that had made advanced drilling commonplace in the
oil fields of Pennsylvania and Ontario had not brought great change to
exploitation techniques in Galicia. As early as 1865, the sinking of wells
in Pennsylvania was powered exclusively by engines.15 By 1873 in North
America, percussion drilling had replaced older methods that used spring
poles and grasshopper walking beams.16 At that same time in Galicia,
nearly all shafts were dug, rather than drilled, and steam engines were an
unknown luxury: in 1885, there was one steam engine with sixteen
horsepower in use in the entire Galician oil production industry.17 The
widespread absence of drills can be explained by three factors. First, wax
could only be retrieved from wells that had been dug. As long as wax
was more profitable than oil, as it was throughout the 1870s and 1880s,
this made operators anxious to protect any possible wax deposits.18

Second, although attempts to drill rather than dig had been made as early
as 1862, no drilling method had been found that exactly suited the geo-
logical conditions of the Carpathian foothills.19 Third, the plethora of
small, low-capital companies could not afford the initial investment re-
quired to purchase drills and pay skilled drillers. That the lack of capital
was at the heart of the problem is demonstrated by similarly weak figures
in refining: in 1876, Galicia’s forty-seven refineries had only seven steam
engines with a total of thirty-eight horsepower.20

When a new oil field was discovered in Galicia, it immediately became
the scene of a flurry of activity. After acquiring a plot typically thirteen
to twenty square meters in size [sic], a prospector would dig a round
hole about one meter in diameter. He would then sink poles about two
to three inches thick vertically around the perimeter of the hole. These
would be plaited with hazelnut twigs like a basket. Then the hole would
be sunk further and reinforced with more basket weaving. Two poles
about six inches thick and forked at the top would be hammered into
the ground on either side of the hole to serve as supports for the windlass,
made from a crooked piece of wood with a naturally formed winding
handle. A hemp rope wrapped around the windlass was attached by a
simple knot to the belt of the pit worker who would be lowered into the
pit. (Pit workers were invariably men, for although women were em-
ployed in the oil industry, they were never allowed to work underground.)
Standing at the pit’s bottom, the pit worker would dig deeper and deeper,
shoveling the earth he removed into a wooden bucket now suspended
from the same rope that would later pull him out of the pit.21 Workers
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aboveground would lift up the bucket and empty it, forming huge
mounds of earth, which were left to stand next to the pits and became
obstacles in times of fire. When the pit had been sunk to a depth at which
gases became dangerous, workers (sometimes female) aboveground
would turn a ventilator that was supposed to circulate fresh air into the
shaft. This continued until the pit worker reached a point where he could
smell or see oil bubbling up at the bottom of the well. At that point, he
would be pulled out of the well, which would be covered with wooden
boards overnight. The well’s anxious owner and his employees would wait
for the pressure of the oil to push through the thin layer of earth between
it and the air. Usually, when the wooden planks were removed the fol-
lowing morning, the well would be filled with oil, which would then be
removed by the bucket.22 Not surprisingly, digging proceeded slowly, and
rates of oil production were low. In the 1860s and 1870s, Galician pros-
pectors could expect to make no more than twenty centimeters of down-
ward progress on a typical day. A government inspector in the 1870s
called the production of a mine that produced 3.1 tons of oil a day for
several days in a row “marvelous.”23

In addition to being incredibly inefficient, this style of extraction was
a safety hazard. The workers were often victims of collapsing shafts, the
primitive cribbing provided by hazelnut twigs notwithstanding. According
to one engineer, “a shaft sunk in this fashion cannot resist the under-
ground water or the pressure of the earth for long. Already several lives
have been lost because of the collapse of shafts or falling stones caused
by this irrational, unprofessional manipulation.”24 The noxious gases that
filled these pits often knocked workers unconscious; if workers lost con-
sciousness while they were being lowered into or lifted out of the pit,
they could (and often did) fall to their deaths. If they became unconscious
while working at the pit’s bottom and this went unnoticed by their col-
leagues aboveground, they would continue to inhale the poison until they
suffocated to death. In addition, a pit worker was in constant danger of
being caught unexpectedly by sudden eruptions of oil that turned out to
be closer than he anticipated. Even those pit workers who were able to
avoid all underground accidents could be (and frequently were) killed by
a stone accidentally dropped into the shaft from above or by a fire started
when gases were ignited by even the smallest spark.25

Despite accident rates more reminiscent of factory than farm life, there
was little that seemed modern about the oil industry. Many small oper-
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ators seemed satisfied with the risks and rewards offered by the status
quo; their inertia and resistance to change frustrated early attempts at
reform. Contemporaries were quick to blame these small operators, most
of whom were Jewish, for the deplorable condition of the industry. Few
Jewish producers were able to overcome prejudice and establish reputa-
tions as men of skill and conscience. One such man was Efroim Hersch
Schreier (1844–1898). A long-standing member of the Galician Provincial
Petroleum Association (GLPV), he successfully transformed a small com-
pany founded in the earliest days of oil exploitation into one of Galicia’s
few successfully integrated companies, Gartenberg and Schreier, with a
refinery in Kołomyja, built in 1882 and another near Jasło, built in 1890.
Upon his death, a contemporary, Stanisław Olszewski, called him “one
of those citizens of the Mosaic faith who know how to bring his own
interest into harmony with that of the country.”26 Such words of praise
for Borysław’s earliest entrepreneurs were exceedingly rare, however, and
no one expected that reform would come at the hands of producers
themselves.
Nevertheless, when Szczepanowski and MacGarvey looked at the oil

industry, they saw the potential to transform it into a mining branch
organized along the model of industries in Canada, England, Germany,
and northern Italy. They saw industrialists, not landowners, taking the
lead: entrepreneurs who spurned slow industrial development that was
subordinated to the needs of agriculture in favor of rapid change that
was driven by the importation of new technologies and new ideas.
Szczepanowski was among the first men deliberately to choose Galicia

as the site of a grand experiment in industrialization. He was born in
December 1846 in the Duchy of Posen and was thus a subject of the king
of Prussia. As a youth, he worked with his father, a railway engineer,
building bridges, culverts, embankments, and junctions in Hungary be-
fore moving to Vienna to attend the Polytechnic High School.27 After
graduating in 1867, he left Austria to travel through western Europe.28

This trip, a bourgeois version of the grand tour, occupied the next thir-
teen years of his life. After a brief stay in Strasbourg, he moved on to
northern Italy, where he visited textile mills, a progressive dairy factory,
and various other industrial sites. Almost two years spent in Piedmont
left him with great admiration for the architect of Italian unification; years
later he wrote, “My dream was to become a Polish Cavour.”29 Eventually,
however, he found the pull of Europe’s greatest economic power irresis-
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Stanisław Szczepanowski. (Courtesy of the Ignacy Łukasiewicz Memorial
Museum of the Oil Industry in Bóbrka.)

tible.30 In March 1869, at the age of twenty-two, he arrived in London,
where he remained with only few interruptions for over a decade. He
served as secretary to John Forbes Watson, the director of the department
of trade and industry in the British India Office in 1870, a position he
held for the following nine years. While working in that office, Szczepa-
nowski conducted economic studies of India, with an emphasis on sta-
tistical analysis.31

During his long residence in the West, Szczepanowski returned to
Austria-Hungary only once. In 1873, at the age of twenty-six, he made
his first trip to Galicia, visiting his ailing father, who had moved to Lviv
to work for the Archduke Albrecht Railway.32 His father’s poor health did
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not induce the ambitious Szczepanowski to stay, nor did he return upon
his father’s death in 1875. Back in London, he decided to accept British
citizenship in 1877.33 At this point, all evidence suggested that he intended
to make London his permanent home, and yet within two years he
changed his mind and left England for good. Szczepanowski later claimed
that the Prince of Wales, the future Edward VII, asked him in 1879 to
participate in an expedition to India to investigate the effects of the
famine of 1876–1878 as his “expert on Indian economic affairs.” His
refusal to do so amounted to a withdrawal from British society and ne-
cessitated his resignation and departure from England.34 In December
1879, Szczepanowski returned to Galicia to visit his mother, who had
remained in Lviv. In the spring of 1880, he took a course at the Geological
Institute in Vienna and then returned to the Carpathian Mountains to
conduct geological investigations, practicing the empiricism that was cen-
tral to his positivist outlook by traveling the width and breadth of the
province on foot. It was during this tour that he first visited Galicia’s
petroleum springs.
Szczepanowski’s ultimate goal was to convert what he had learned as

an economist and a scientist into practical assistance for the land of his
birth. His writings make clear that in his mind, his homeland was Po-
land—a country that, although not represented by an independent state,
nevertheless continued to exist in the hearts of Polish patriots. Experi-
ences gained in England convinced him that Poland’s salvation lay in the
resuscitation, organization, and industrialization of its economy, not
along the path of political revolution. Only with economic revitalization,
he argued, “can we make a nation where today one finds only the raw
materials of a nation.”35

Szczepanowski was not alone in stressing economic and social mod-
ernization. After the disastrous January Insurrection of 1863 in the Con-
gress Kingdom (Russian Poland), many Poles turned further away from
what seemed to be suicidal attempts at political revolution, stressing in-
stead other sources of national regeneration.36 According to historian An-
drzej Walicki, this strand of “positivism” or “organic work,” which “con-
centrated on the problems of the economic and social modernization of
the country and took for granted that this meant development on the
Western model,” was especially strong in Posen, the province of Szcze-
panowski’s birth and early education.37 Szczepanowski was critical of a
focus on economic development to the detriment of moral and spiritual
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development. According to Szczepanowski, popular opinion held that “it
is easy to make a hero out of a Pole, but hard to turn him into a decent
person.” This had led to attempts to create “decent Poles” who would
look like “a breed of Polish-speaking Germans and Englishmen”—at-
tempts that inevitably ended in disaster. What was needed was a class of
Poles who were simultaneously “decent” and “heroic”: “In every Pole,
from peasant to nobleman, there is a spark of heroism.” Instead of imi-
tating contemporary Germans, hampered by their “bureaucratic strait-
jacket,” Poles should look to an earlier generation of Germans, charac-
terized by Johann Heinrich Pestalozzi’s school reforms, Friedrich Ludwig
Jahn’s foundation of nationalist gymnastic clubs, and the creation of a
network of musical societies. In sum, Poles should strive to create a
“steady and harmonious cultivation of all physical and spiritual powers
on the model of ancient Greece.”38 Although Szczepanowski was himself
an economist and an industrialist, his writings reveal that his inspiration
lay not in personal wealth, but rather in the pursuit of a simultaneously
economic and spiritual rebirth of the Polish nation. He demanded a rev-
olution in every aspect of Galician society. Without a cultural transfor-
mation, there could be no economic transformation; without an eco-
nomic transformation, there could be no political transformation.39

During Szczepanowski’s 1880 geological tour, he concluded that oil
would be the key to reviving the Galician economy. Szczepanowski im-
mediately set about organizing the Galician oil industry. After collecting
900,000 florins (1.8 million crowns), he quickly set up an oil company
in Słoboda Rungurska, a sleepy sheepherding village in the Kołomyja
district, and promptly struck oil in October 1880.40 Always seeking the
most modern means of production, he became only the second oilman
in the region to make use of a drill powered by a steam engine. In 1889,
the company he founded, S. Szczepanowski and Company, became the
First Galician Petroleum Industry Corporation.41

None of his previous experiences in industry had prepared Szczepa-
nowski for the success that greeted him in February 1881 with the tapping
of the oil well Wanda. According to widely varying accounts, Wanda was
dug manually to a depth of between 90 and 150 meters and in the first
period of exploitation produced between 10 and 70 tons of crude oil a
day (the disparity in figures is a feature of the widespread rumors of
Szczepanowski’s success).42 Wanda made Szczepanowski a household
name; along with his fame came increased attention to the promise of
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oil, intense competition, and skyrocketing land prices. Success revealed
new ways in which the process of building up an oil company was fraught
with obstacles. Sudden increases in production caused by hyperproductive
wells like Wanda brought with them harried attempts to conjure up
storage tanks, pipelines, and barrels to contain and transport the oil that
would otherwise be lost as it ran into the ground and spilled into water-
ways.
Five years later, experience forced Szczepanowski to answer his own

rhetorical question, “For is not flowing oil the same as flowing gold?” in
the negative. “Oil and gold,” he explained, “but before that transforma-
tion takes place you must get that oil into barrels and reservoirs, which
costs money. Barrels leak, so you either squander oil or spend more
money on a cooper’s workshop. Oil flows—there are no barrels and here
there are no buyers . . . so you need to build distilleries, that is, once again
spend money and buy yourself new hopes and new troubles.” Speaking
generally about the oilman’s challenges, Szczepanowski also aired his own
vexation at the tribulations wedded to success: “My God, your neighbors
are so greedy for this oil that you cannot sell, leaking out of thousands
of barrels, that every day, every hour, you hear about new intentions to
sink ever more wells close to your ‘Eldorado’ and take away your treasure.
So then you have to sink new wells yourself under the worst conditions,
quickly, quickest! Spend more money! Spend money on engines, tools,
fuel, and people. Spend money to build roads, for rail transport. . . .
Flowing oil and flowing gold! Yes, only it is not oil that is transformed
into gold, but rather the other way around.” It took much more than a
lucky strike to make a fortune from oil.43

Realizing that the highest profits were gained by refining the crude oil
extracted from wells, Szczepanowski opened a refinery in Peczeniżyn in
1882. His refinery was intended to provide a ready consumer of the excess
crude oil his wells produced by fabricating lighting oil for transport to
Bohemia and Moravia, but his plans were continually frustrated by high
transportation costs. Since he owned no land of his own, he was forced
to lease mineral rights from landowners who were now all too aware of
the value of their land. In extreme cases, he paid up to 65 percent of his
profits for the privilege. Nevertheless, he remained optimistic, continued
to expand his enterprise, and was rewarded with high profits from wells
like those in Kucow, which produced 600,000 to 700,000 florins (1.2 to
1.4 million crowns) in pure profits a year. Szczepanowski’s dramatic story
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ignited a petroleum fever throughout Galicia. Here was a man with no
prior entrepreneurial experience who had quickly built up a veritable
fortune through clever investments in an industry in which it appeared
that one could not lose. Investors snapped up any and every opportunity
to get involved in oil, often without closely examining the financial sol-
ubility or technical expertise of the recipients of their credits. Szczepa-
nowski himself benefited from creditors’ excessive good faith: he was
“able to get a 75,000 florin [150,000 crown] advance within a few hours”
and in Vienna, a loan of over 150,000 florins [300,000 crowns] “after a
conversation of only a few minutes.”44 He was easily able to acquire
25,000 florins (50,000 crowns) each from the Galician Savings Bank (Gal-
izische Sparkasse), the Galician Mortgage Bank (Galizische Hypotheken-
bank), and the Lviv branch of the great Viennese bank, the Creditanstalt
für Handel und Gewerbe. He later recalled that “the petroleum business
had at that time hypnotized everyone, even cold calculators like the Lviv
financiers, such that all it took was one word in order to acquire relatively
high credit.”45

A tireless advocate of oil as a vehicle for the improvement of Galician
social conditions, Szczepanowski used every means at his disposal to de-
fend the industry. He was a member of the Trade Society and an arbiter
in the GLPV. His first experiences as a publicist came in England, where
he later claimed to have published articles in the financial gazette, The
British Economist,46 while his friends said that he had worked for the
Times.47 In Austria, he became a regular contributor to a number of
newspapers, including the Kołomyja biweekly Pomoc własna (Self-help),
which he founded in 1889,48 and Ekonomista polski, which was founded
in 1890 to serve as an organ for Szczepanowski’s “new economic pro-
gram.”49 He also sat on the editorial board of Naphta/Nafta (the news-
paper organ of the GLPV, published in separate German and Polish edi-
tions) and edited the newspaper Słowo Polskie (the Polish word). In 1888,
Szczepanowski gained widespread notoriety with the publication of The
Poverty of Galicia in Figures and a Program for the Energetic Development
of the Economy of the Country, the product of twenty years of research.50

In this work, he compared the quality of life in Galicia with that of
Russian Poland, Hungary, Italy, Germany, Belgium, France, and England
and concluded: “if there is a country anywhere where the fault for mis-
erable conditions lies more with its people than with its institutions, then
that country is Galicia.” On every level of governance, whether local,
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district, or provincial, he claimed that “at every step we meet examples
of the rights and privileges of titled people who either are unable or
unwilling to make use of them.” The means, he argued, were as important
as the material ends: “We in Galicia . . . have a miraculous and rich na-
ture. We have lacked until now the people who were able to make use
of it, but we possess the invaluable privileges of free civic activity, privi-
leges without which even the wealth of El Dorado would be loathsome.”51

These privileges included not only the rights of assembly and expression,
but also political powers that enabled Poles to defend their interests and
those of their province when the central authorities were not interested
in doing so. For example, when Szczepanowski publicized massive smug-
gling of a Russian falsifikate (a refined oil that was discolored with heavy
oils that were easy to remove in order to be carried across the Austrian
border as “crude oil” at much lower tariffs), discovered by his friend and
colleague Schreier, he was able to expose the laxity of border controls.
Their agitation made the combating of the Russian product a key topic
in the decennial negotiations to renew the Ausgleich between Austria and
Hungary (which set tariffs on imports to both halves of the empire).52

Szczepanowski’s involvement in the oil industry served as a clarion call
to talented young Poles looking for a vocation that would serve equally
as career and calling. These included bank director Franciszek Zima and
aspiring engineers Wacław Wolski and Kazimierz Odrzywolski, who later
became his most faithful financial benefactors. Szczepanowski inspired
the confidence and loyalty of dozens of men who viewed him as some-
thing of a Polish messiah. From among his immediate circle of friends
and acquaintances, and from a larger group of Poles who were generally
characterized as “democratically leaning,” Szczepanowski was able to raise
truly impressive amounts of capital, generating a swell of investment in
the industry led by his own example. By January 1899, his debts, all of
them guaranteed by friends and colleagues, ran to over eleven million
crowns (at a time when the director of the Galician Savings Bank, who
approved most of these loans, earned eighteen thousand crowns a year),
indicating an enormous growth in the scale of investment.53 Without res-
ervation, Szczepanowski poured all of these funds into the development
of Galician industry; even his enemies never thought to accuse him of
pursuing personal gain or a luxurious lifestyle.
Szczepanowski initially eschewed political activity, consistent with his

belief in the primacy of economic improvements. Nevertheless, when he
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was elected as a representative to the Imperial Parliament in Vienna in
1886 and a few years later to the Galician Provincial Diet in Lviv—in
both cases, he proudly insisted, without having campaigned for the po-
sition—he did agree to serve. Even when he was a prominent politician
and a member of the Polish Club, Szczepanowski’s primary identification
was with the oil industry. In the introduction to The Poverty of Galicia,
he claimed that he had only been elected on the basis of the “fame [he]
had won from petroleum affairs” before he had even had the “opportu-
nity to reveal briefly [his] views on public affairs.” This led him to con-
clude that his election was symptomatic of a growing recognition of the
ineffectiveness of “complicated political calculations” in the absence of
the successful generation of provincial wealth. Political channels offered
only secondary paths to his stated goal, a vibrant Galician economy. He
believed that “it was high time to lead the economic politics of the
country from the area of worthless parliamentary debates to the region
of positive, profit-bringing work.” Szczepanowski always insisted that his
political activity was intended only as a means of furthering his economic
program. In turn, his economic program was a means of helping Polish
Galicians “make our society equal to the civilized nations and graft onto
it the embryo of independent spiritual and economic development that
characterizes modern civilization.”54 In short, Szczepanowski saw in oil
an opportunity to rescue Poland.
Others saw in Galicia’s “black gold” an opportunity to make a name

and a fortune. Foreigners from beyond the reaches of greater Poland and
the Austrian Empire were not inspired by patriotic considerations. Rather,
they were lured by a province described as an industrial wasteland, in
which an ambitious and inspired entrepreneur could quickly make his
mark. John Simeon Bergheim, for example, was an English engineer
whose talent and ambition led him to search for oil in Hanover, Bavaria,
Romania, Galicia, southern Russia, Mexico, and Nigeria (where, with di-
plomacy and perseverance, he was able to convince officials of the Co-
lonial Office to grant him a near monopoly over prospecting rights).55 At
the time of his death in an automobile accident in 1912, he was chairman
of International Maikop, the Nigerian Bitumen Corporation, the Anglo-
Mexican Oilfields, the Cuban Petroleum Company, Tampico Oil, and the
Société Française de Pétrole. Long before he became one of the interna-
tional oil industry’s “best-known supporters,”56 however, Bergheim was
indirectly responsible for one of the greatest events in the history of
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Galician oil: the arrival of the young Canadian driller, William Henry
MacGarvey.
MacGarvey had begun his career in the oil industry in Petrolia, Canada,

sometime around 1862.57 He rose to prominence as local mayor and
owner of eighteen producing oil wells, in addition to a store.58 In 1881,
he was recruited by Bergheim to try their luck in Ölheim, Hanover.59 In
1882, MacGarvey moved to Galicia and offered his services as a drilling
operator. In 1883, the two men joined forces again, founding the petro-
leum company Bergheim and MacGarvey.60 Principally a drilling expert
during his first years in Galicia, MacGarvey introduced the Canadian
cable drilling system to Galicia in 1884, a moment that marked Galicia’s
entry into the world of modern petroleum mining.61

Although there had been some drilling before MacGarvey arrived, it
had remained rare because of the limitations of local technology. Once
the shallow beds that could be reached by digging or hand drilling were
tapped and exhausted, operators had to assume that there was no more
oil to be had, since they could no longer search for it. The Canadian
drilling system, with which MacGarvey had first become familiar while
working in Enniskillen, Canada, in 1866,62 allowed exploration at previ-
ously unheard-of depths and unimaginable speeds. Instead of the 20 cen-
timeters that had been the local norm, drillers could now delve 24 meters
into the earth in twenty-four hours and easily reached depths of over
1,000 meters where 150 meters had been the limit only a few years be-
fore.63 This not only sped up exploration in new oil fields, but also re-
opened old ones long thought dry. MacGarvey imported dozens of Ca-
nadian drillers in addition to new equipment64 and, after adapting the
technique to suit local geological conditions, led a technological revolu-
tion in the Galician oil basin.
Borysław, which later became synonymous with the oil industry, was

of little interest to oilmen at the time MacGarvey first came to Galicia.
The entire region had been thoroughly explored in the search for ozo-
kerite. Using MacGarvey’s techniques, drillers discovered that there was
an entire bed of oil approximately 150–200 meters underneath the old
wax mines.65 This territory had initially been unavailable to exploration
for oil because it had been controlled by large wax extraction companies
such as the Compagnie Commerciale Française (which had taken over
the mines of the defunct Société Française pour l’Exploitation de Cire
Minerale et Pétrole) and the Galician Credit Bank, which viewed oil ex-
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traction unfavorably.66 As the first person to discover this second stratum
of oil deposits in Borysław, MacGarvey was thus responsible for an un-
precedented increase in Galician production. In 1894, the year he first
started drilling for oil, total Galician production was 132,000 tons; only
ten years later, Borysław’s production alone accounted for 560,000 tons,
making Borysław far and away the most significant source of petroleum
in the empire. In the first ten years after his arrival in Galicia, MacGarvey
drilled 370 boreholes with a total depth of 100,000 meters.67 But Mac-
Garvey was not satisfied as a drilling operator.
MacGarvey understood the oil industry in a way that few of his col-

leagues in Galicia could match: his is a rare example of vertical integra-
tion, the key to his unparalleled success. MacGarvey continued to invest
in production itself, but in addition to overseeing and carrying out ex-
ploration and drillings, he also acquired control of extraction rights and
built and maintained refineries and factories for the manufacture and
repair of drills, engines, and various tools needed for the oil industry. He
also produced barrels and storage containers, set up pipelines, and stored
petroleum produced by his competitors in exchange for hefty storage
fees.68 Forging ahead was not always easy for MacGarvey. He had to fight
with landowners to get his fancy machinery in place. Even with the new
mining laws, it was not always clear who held title to properties and their
mineral rights, and occasions arose on which MacGarvey’s right to use
land for which he held a contract was challenged. MacGarvey’s determi-
nation was not lessened by these obstacles. When his access was denied,
he sued. When he lost a suit, he appealed without concern for the power
and prestige of his opponents. He did not hesitate, for example, to appeal
to the Ministry of the Interior for protection against the Roman Catholic
bishop, Dr. Łukasz Ostoja Solecki, when the latter challengedMacGarvey’s
right to set up a steam engine and a steam boiler on his estate.69 He later
said that the oilman’s best motto was one derived from Rockefeller’s phi-
losophy: “Do unto others as they would like to do to you, but do it
first.”70

Throughout the 1890s, MacGarvey’s company acquired mineral rights
all over the province. Multiple contracts were drawn up with lessors
ranging from the Galician Credit Bank to individual villages.71 By 1901,
the cost of mineral rights to a plot of land in a part of Borysław consid-
ered certain to return oil ranged from 3,000 to 4,000 crowns, in addition
to 20 percent of the extracted crude gross. Away from the anticline, where
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success was most likely, rights to a plot of the same size in regions where
oil was less certain would sell for 600 crowns and 12 percent of the gross.72

High prices did not deter MacGarvey, who also purchased exploration
rights from other companies that had chosen not to make use of them
or had been unable to do so profitably. In one case, he purchased the
rights to explore for “naphtha, oil, mineral wax, and all other minerals
not reserved under the Imperial Mining Prerogative” from competitors
for the astonishing sum of 2,083,200 crowns.73

Like Szczepanowski, MacGarvey was quickly acknowledged to be a
leader in the oil industry. He, too, was an arbiter in the GLPV and a
powerful figure who took part in all meetings and conferences relating
to oil production in the province. The GLPV’s print organ, Naphta, was
used to publicize the benefits of MacGarvey’s patented products. Pur-
ported news stories reporting on the benefits of Canadian drilling tech-
niques served to convert even MacGarvey’s competitors for drilling con-
tracts into customers of his patented machines and drilling tools.74

After a decade of steady growth, on 4 July 1895, MacGarvey and
Bergheim transformed their private firm into a joint-stock company that
became one of the leading corporations in the Galician oil industry: the
Galizische Karpathen-Petroleum Actien-Gesellschaft vormals Bergheim &
MacGarvey (the Galician Carpathian Petroleum Joint-Stock Company,
henceforth the Carpathian Company). The company’s headquarters were
in Vienna, its machine shops and foundry were in Glinik Maryampolski,
a village near Gorlice in western Galicia, and it had branch works in
Borysław and Tustanowice.75 The Carpathian Company was founded with
a capital of 10 million crowns and ran with equipment and tools and on
property that had been purchased for 8 million crowns.76 In its first year
of existence, the new joint-stock company produced nearly 35 million
kilograms of crude oil, 17.5 million of which were refined in its own
refinery in Glinik Maryampolski.77 By the early twentieth century, the
Carpathian Company employed 2,400 workers, owned steam engines and
water power in the strength of 2,800 horsepower, and produced crude
oil, refined petroleum, gasoline, lubricating oils, paraffin, steam drilling
engines, drilling rigs, boilers, pumps, core drills, winding machines, port-
able electric cranes, and eccentric drilling bits that had been patented by
MacGarvey himself.78 The Carpathian Company offered investors 15 per-
cent dividends in 1900.79

Canadian journalist Gary May has devoted an entire chapter of a book



94 Petroleum Fever

on Canadian oil workers abroad to MacGarvey, whom he calls the “Pe-
troleum King of Austria.” MacGarvey’s exploits were popular fodder for
local newspapers in Petrolia, Canada, where his daughter’s marriage in
1895 to the nephew of the German count Ferdinand von Zeppelin caused
an explosion of pride. Although at age sixty-seven, after nearly three de-
cades in Galicia. MacGarvey still described himself as “a Canadian and a
citizen of the Great [British] Empire” he clearly had committed himself
and his family to a life in Austria. By bringing his family with him to
Europe, he did what few of Canada’s “hard oilers” chose to do and sig-
naled that Austria was his new home.80

An abundance of other drillers and investors followed MacGarvey’s
lead. By 1886, the factory inspector could claim that “the petroleum in-
dustry is and will remain absolutely the most important industry in the
country”—beating out other Galician industries, including the produc-
tion of metals, engines, tools and machines, glass, clay, wood, leather,
textiles, paper, and foodstuffs (including liquor), chemistry, and construc-
tion.81 In 1900, there were 1,722 different petroleum companies exploring,
drilling, and extracting in ninety-seven different towns and villages in
Galicia. Of those, only 120 had actually extracted oil, 34 had begun
drilling, and 16 had given up their business.82 Active companies produced
347 million kilograms of crude oil in 1900.83 More oil production meant
more oil to be refined. In 1900, Austrian and Hungarian refineries treated
390 million kilograms of crude, 84 percent of which originated in Ga-
licia.84 As rates of production increased, so did the founding of oil refin-
eries. From 1872 to 1901, fifteen new petroleum-refining joint-stock com-
panies were created with a combined total of 33.7 million crowns of
founding capital. These companies offered astonishing rates of return: the
Floridsdorf refinery offered dividends of 25 percent in 1896 and an annual
average of 20 percent from 1897 to 1902.85

Although technological innovation laid the groundwork for a new pe-
riod in oil exploration, it was not publicly inaugurated until the opening
of the Anglo-Österreichische Bank’s well Jakób in Schodnica in 1895. Like
many Austrian and foreign banks, the Anglo-Österreichische Bank, or
Anglobank, became directly involved in the Galician oil industry. It cre-
ated the “Schodnica” Actiengesellschaft für Petroleum-Industrie in 1894,
which owned Jakób, an explosive gusher that proved that great successes
could be equally great calamities. After it had been drilled to 304 meters,
Jakób initially produced 1,000 tons of oil a day (fourteen times as much



Foreign Entrepreneurs and a New National Industry 95

as the highest estimates for Wanda). Internationally recognized because
of its productivity and the local environmental catastrophe caused by the
sudden gusher that flooded a territory half a kilometer in diameter in oil,
Jakób was Galicia’s most famous and most productive well to date.86 To-
gether with its neighboring well, Cäcilia, it produced 8,000 tons of oil in
1896, but it had the potential to have produced much more. No one
could calculate how many tons had been lost when, in the initial outburst,
oil had streamed into the Stryj River. Geology professor Władysław Sza-
jnocha called the loss of so much oil a “tragedy” for the producers.87 But
the petroleum lake Jakób created also distressed local farmers, women
who used the Stryj’s water for cooking, drinking, and laundry, as well as
fishermen, and, presumably, many fish.
Beyond that, the film of petroleum that covered water and land created

a considerable danger of uncontrollable fires, making everyone in the
region vulnerable to loss of life or property. The factory inspector de-
scribed the cause for concern: “At the beginning of the eruption, before
the drill hole could be plugged, the oil poured into streams, gutters, onto
streets, etc., and in this manner came into proximity with various fires
(steam boilers, smithies, private houses, etc.) so that there was constant
fear of the outbreak of a general fire in Schodnica. Before the drill hole
could be successfully covered, all possible measures were taken to collect
the flowing petroleum; among others, sixty provisional oil reservoirs were
dug a few meters deep and wide.” Attempts to collect the petroleum into
reservoirs notwithstanding, the factory inspector feared that human ac-
tivity tended to increase, rather than decrease, the risk. “The poor pop-
ulation scooped the oil out of the gutters, brought it home, and in this
way turned every residence into a dangerous oil depot; it came to the
point where lighting a fire in many private houses had to be forbidden.
The drill hole had hardly been blocked and the oil from the same directed
into an iron reservoir when the gas pressure that collected in the reservoir
tore its roof and lifted it into the air.”88

The factory inspector’s report represents a catalog of the many ways
oil production threatened the lives and property of those in its immediate
environment. First, by covering the land (and the vegetation growing on
it) for hundreds of yards in all directions with a blanket of oil, a gusher
made agriculture in its immediate proximity hazardous. Second, by
flowing into rivers and streams, the oil not only killed fish in those wa-
terways but also polluted the fields and meadows that they irrigated
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during periodic floods. Third, oil “run wild” posed the threat of fires that
started quickly and burned long and threatened both human life and
property. The risk of fire was ubiquitous. It could be the result of light-
ning, considered a “natural catastrophe,” or the product of human in-
terference. Humans could cause fires either unintentionally because of
ignorance, carelessness, or both, as the factory inspector feared, or be-
cause of arson, a perennial fear during recurrent worker disturbances.
Fourth, the effort to contain gases in man-made vessels was rarely suc-
cessful for long and regularly led to explosions. A fifth category of damage
not mentioned by the factory inspector in the context of the Jakób dis-
aster, but appearing in his reports elsewhere, was the effect of the hun-
dreds and at times thousands of holes dug in the ground throughout the
oil basin. “Thousands of uncovered shafts are the cause of many acci-
dents. Even if an owner is so conscientious as to cover his shaft, the
[wooden] cover is simply stolen overnight and not replaced.”89 Aban-
doned pits, left unguarded and uncovered, posed a danger to unwary
pedestrians and were the cause of numerous drownings when they filled
with water (leading to the development of a new genre of popular liter-
ature in which murdered corpses were routinely hidden in them).90

Research conducted in the 1970s and 1980s has demonstrated that oil
acts as a herbicide and reduces soil fertility when spilled on land, fatally
damages marine ecosystems when spilled into water and contributes to
acid rain when burned.91 Today these considerations may suggest to some
that the oil industry was not always a boon to the physical and social
landscape of Galicia. The connection between oil and environmental dis-
aster seems natural and universal. Calamity has accompanied the human
interaction with petroleum at every historical stage of the development
of the oil industry, from the ancient military use of pitch set aflame to
oil spills that routinely made headlines at the turn of the twenty-first
century. Then and now, catastrophes occur at every stage in oil’s extrac-
tion, distribution, and consumption, from oil set ablaze at the point of
production to famous spills, explosions at the point of sale, and fires set
off in the living rooms of kerosene’s first consumers. So it might seem
obvious that wherever oil extraction begins, those around it should ob-
ject—if not in the interests of nature, then in the interests of their own
safety and economic security.
The historical record furnishes ample proof that the “illumination” and

“enlightenment” offered by oil came at a heavy price in Galicia. The
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production and distribution of oil led directly to pollution, property
damage, injury, and death. Yet nary a voice was raised against the oil
industry. Disasters inspired outrage and protest, but it was not directed
against the industry as such. When the phrase “natural disaster” was
employed, it referred to an unfortunate conflation of natural phenomena
and human action that caused loss of life, limb, or property—that is,
disasters caused by man’s inability to control natural phenomena fully.
The idea that the environment was itself a victim of economic develop-
ment simply does not appear in any of the debates about the Galician oil
industry. On the contrary, every catastrophic explosion, every widely pub-
licized spill, and every fire caused by too much oil spurred another rush
of interest in Galicia’s magnificent new source of wealth. The hopes of
Galicia’s many oil investors were justified; suspicions that the wealth of
Galician soil had been underestimated and in reality was boundless
seemed confirmed. Even territories that had been given up as exhausted
seemed to hold new promise of endless riches—a promise that tantalized
ambitious young men far and wide.
In the mid-1880s, MacGarvey desperately sought help from Canada by

advertising for drillers in local papers and sending his brother back to
Petrolia to recruit them.92 A good number of the men behind this explo-
sion in investment and production did come from Canada, although it
is not always possible to ascertain if they came at MacGarvey’s request.
MacGarvey’s brothers, Albert and James, joined him, as did Alvin Town-
send, Neil Sinclair, Elgin Scott, George MacIntosh, his son, Carl, and their
relatives, George, Cyrus, and Jacob Perkins.93 Jacob Perkins was a con-
temporary of MacGarvey’s, born in Canada in 1855. He moved to Galicia
in 1885 and took a position in MacGarvey’s Carpathain Company. His
sons Herbert and Carl (born in Krosno) followed their father into the oil
business. Robert Waldeck (1856–1901) and Albert Fauck were both Ger-
mans who went to the United States for training before settling in Galicia.
Waldeck was drawn to Galicia to work with MacGarvey in 1884.94 Fauck
was born in Danzig in 1842 and emigrated to the United States during
the Civil War. He acquired U.S. citizenship, but after learning the drilling
trade in Pennsylvania, he moved to Galicia in 1867, where he became the
first to use a steam engine for drilling.95 But by the mid-1890s, the
Galician oil industry could boast two generations of modern oilmen, and
most of the younger engineers and entrepreneurs (including Szczepa-
nowski’s own son and namesake, Stanisław Wiktor Szczepanowski) were
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Poles who had been handpicked by more established oilmen like
MacGarvey and Szczepanowski. Whereas other industrialists were reputed
to employ the cheapest possible labor, even in managerial positions, gov-
ernment inspectors credited Szczepanowski with insisting on well-trained
overseers and offering employment to many young engineers and chem-
ists.96 These men received their training under his wing, became skilled
drillers and in some cases investors in their own right, and offered Szcze-
panowski unwavering loyalty.

Representative of the new generation were Kazimierz Odrzywolski
(1860–1900) and his brother-in-law, Wacław Wolski (1865–ca. 1919).
Odrzywolski was born in Congress Poland, but when his father’s partic-
ipation in the January Insurrection of 1863 forced the family to emigrate,
they moved to Galicia. Young Odrzywolski studied chemistry in Cracow,
graduated from the Technical Institute in 1885, and then worked as a
chemist in Szczepanowski’s refinery in Peczeniżyn. Later he worked as a
drilling engineer in Szczepanowski’s oil fields in Słoboda Rungurska.
From 1886 to 1893, he joined a petroleum-seeking expedition to Argen-
tina led by Dr. Rudolf Zuber and financed by an Argentine company that
chose to bring all its technical experts from Galicia. Upon his return, he
and Wolski founded a company, Wolski and Odrzywolski Mining and
Industrial Works, based in Schodnica. They soon engaged in oil explo-
ration and production in Borysław and Tustanowice, as well as in other
towns in Galicia and even Romania.97 Wolski, who was described by a
contemporary as a “noble man and an ingenious young engineer,”98

studied mechanical engineering in Vienna and then joined the Austro-
Hungarian navy. Before becoming Odrzywolski’s business partner, he
worked for Szczepanowski. An accomplished inventor, he took out several
patents, including one for a hydraulic percussion drill that was used in
Galicia, Russia, Silesia, Westphalia, and the United States.

Oil in its liquid form was not the only target of investor attention. The
attraction of investment in the wax industry was heightened by advances
in the treatment and refining of ozokerite that occurred in the late 1870s.
It was the wax industry that first attracted large-scale foreign businesses.
Borysław’s ozokerite deposits were the largest in the world and promised
to provide cheap mineral-wax candles at great profit to their producers,
especially given the great expense of alternative sources of wax. With
certain rewards came equally certain perils. Mining for wax was the most
irrational and troubling element of the petroleum industry, at least to
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outside observers. The wax industry, as it was organized before the 1880s,
was hazardous to workers and destructive of the environment. A plethora
of small producers, most of whom were reported to be Jewish, controlled
small plots of land, which they scoured for any wax deposits. They ex-
panded their mines with poorly monitored use of dynamite and criss-
crossed under one another’s territory and under public roads and build-
ings, leading to “the sinking of public roads and houses.”99

Careless exploitation only exacerbated the dangers inherent to wax and
oil; the deeper one dug and the richer the terrain, the greater the risk. A
particularly unstable section of Borysław optimistically called “the New
World” (Nowy Świat) housed enormous nests of wax. Chief mining com-
missioner Heinrich Walter described the problem, “Often shafts suddenly
hurl out wax from a depth of 160–180 meters all the way to the surface
with such violence that workers have no time to flee and are only pulled
out after months of excavation.” Mining experts agreed that what was
needed were large companies that would be capable of overcoming the
technical obstacles posed by such dangerous terrain. Thus Walter wel-
comed large-scale foreign investment. “Mining technology will doubtless
find means of overcoming the difficulties of excavation in Borysław, and
then Borysław will become a mining object unique in its type. Recently
the Galician [Credit] Bank acquired the greater part of the New World
and it has begun to renovate mining in a completely rational fashion, just
as Wolanka is now mined properly and profitably by the French Com-
pany.”100

The Galician Credit Bank and the Compagnie Commerciale Française
(formerly the Société Française pour l’Exploitation de Cire Minérale et
Pétrole) were the first two major companies to move into the Borysław
basin to exploit wax. They promised to revolutionize the way wax was
extracted, introducing a central-shaft system, in which only one vertical
shaft was dug, and galleries radiated outward from its core.
The arrival of more serious wax and oil production companies brought

with it advantages for the towns and villages in which they made their
homes. Some of these were by-products of the need for developments in
infrastructure that accompany industry: new railroad lines were built to
convey oil from producers to refiners and consumers, but could also be
used to transport workers and visitors, socialists and soldiers. The local
railroad connecting Kołomyja and Słoboda Rungurska, for example, was
built explicitly to respond to the sudden opening of oil fields in Słoboda
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by connecting them to refineries.101 One of the first complaints of pro-
fessional mining engineers who moved to a new exploration and pro-
duction region was the absence of a convenient railroad station, and this
was one of the first insufficiencies they lobbied to fix.102 Because the ab-
sence of a local rail station could significantly diminish the value of oil-
bearing property, landowners who had never been concerned about rail-
ways before became eager to see stations placed near their holdings.103

When the Carpathian Company built a refinery in Glinik Maryampolski,
it also built a train station on the Gorlice–Zagorzany line and a post office
(both opened in 1898) and installed telephone service.104

Even the backwardness of some enterprises bestowed lucrative em-
ployment upon locals. Pani Straszewska, the owner of an estate in Lipinki,
allowed both production and refining to take place on her property. She
did not, however, allow the construction of a pipeline connecting the
mines to the refinery, but preferred instead to have crude oil delivered
by horse and carriage, “for in this fashion the manor horses and coach-
man found employment.”105

For great Polish patriots like Szczepanowski and his disciples, Wolski
and Odrzywolski, providing employment was not enough to create a new
breed of noble and morally elevated Poles. Szczepanowski believed that
his duties as an industrialist extended beyond profits and economic ex-
pansion. In keeping with his vision of his ethical responsibilities, he es-
tablished his refinery in Peczeniżyn as a model of modern factory in-
stallation and management, demonstrating that modernization was good
for both business and workers. According to the factory inspector, it was
a “large petroleum factory that can be counted among the best-equipped
not only here [in Galicia], but, I am justified in assuming, in all of Eu-
rope.” Szczepanowski’s own skills were credited for the laudable condition
of his refinery: “It is equipped according to the newest advances in tech-
nology by its owner, himself a capable technical expert; he has taken
particular care to protect the workers as much as possible from harmful
influences.”106 Szczepanowski also looked after workers’ health more di-
rectly. At a time when few employers had any interest in doing so, even
when they were directly ordered by the factory inspector, he set up a
health insurance association for his factory workers, built a hospital, and
kept a doctor on staff, bearing one third of the expenses of the doctor’s
room and board from his personal funds. He also established a library
and a reading room for his employees next to the factory,107 as well as
promoting elementary education.108



Foreign Entrepreneurs and a New National Industry 101

When Wolski and Odrzywolski founded a factory to produce drilling
engines in Schodnica, they also founded two schools and financed a
Roman Catholic church, created a health insurance cooperative, and or-
ganized an agricultural cooperative. They purchased the newspaper Słowo
Polskie and had plans to found a large educational institution and several
orphanages.109 The Galician Credit Bank sponsored the opening of a pri-
vate mining school in October 1888 in Borysław, which had the goal of
“educating the more intelligent and educated mining workers and their
children to create capable overseers and managers for the mining of bi-
tuminous minerals.”110 There was another school to train drillers in the
Canadian method in Wietrzno (in western Galicia), subsidized by the
Galician Provincial Committee. Mine owner Victor von Klobassa pro-
vided free housing and lighting in the neighboring villages of Bóbrka and
Równe for students enrolled in the school.111 These and other improve-
ments fit into a greater trend to engage in paternalistic techniques of
managing the relationship between employers and their workers. Pro-
viding for the religious and secular education of local children (i.e., future
employees) was not simply a selfless act of community improvement, but
rather a rational policy, in that these children were thus raised to adopt
the values held by the employers themselves.112

Of course, industrialization, even when it was successful for businesses,
did not bring only benefits to the common folk who were touched by it.
Contemporaries were aware that the oil industry put great strains on local
peasants even when it appeared to offer them great opportunities. For
many, a life spent working in the wax mines and oil pits was no life at
all. Their working conditions were dark and dangerous, their pay was
meager, and government officials were surprised that the workers did not
take to more radical protests of their lot.
If the oil mines brought tangible peril to the men who worked in them,

they could also be treacherous to those who ran them and financed them
from above the ground. No one, however popular, was immune to the
damage bad luck could inflict on those who made the speculative in-
vestments that characterized the oil industry. In the midst of a decade of
unprecedented investment, a prominent case of failure reminded all in-
volved of the potential cost of trying to make one’s fortune in oil. In
1899, Szczepanowski, that paragon of Polish national virtue, was involved
in the Austrian oil industry’s greatest scandal. On 14 January 1899, the
shareholders of the Galician Savings Bank broke into a panic when ru-
mors of the bank’s insolvency abounded and caused a devastating run on
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the bank. News had leaked that the bank had lent exorbitant amounts of
money on credit to businesses threatened with bankruptcy—a clear vio-
lation of the depositors’ trust. The rumor got started when the bank’s
board, having noticed that a significant portion of its reserves were mort-
gaged and that the debts accrued by Stanisław Szczepanowski had reached
appalling levels, ordered a “restoration to profitability.” By 1895, Szcze-
panowski’s debts had reached nearly 2.4 million florins (4.8 million
crowns).113

Even under these circumstances, Szczepanowski’s reputation as a leader
of Polish industry enthralled the Galician Savings Bank’s director, Fran-
ciszek Zima, who continued to lend him money in the hope that Szcze-
panowski could thus save his enterprise. Zima seemed willing to take any
risks necessary to protect Szczepanowski, who represented to him Po-
land’s salvation. Himself a Polish nationalist patriot, Zima had partici-
pated in the January Insurrection of 1863 and was a member of the secret
Liga Polska. He had met Szczepanowski during the latter’s residence in
England. One Szczepanowski scholar has speculated that Zima “consid-
ered the risk of illegally granting him [Szczepanowski] credit as almost a
patriotic conspiracy against the servile conservative mood of Galicia’s ad-
ministration, a conspiracy with the goal of preserving the oil industry in
Polish hands.”114 Because of Zima’s generosity and Szczepanowski’s ina-
bility to capitalize on it profitably, by 31 December 1898, Szczepanowski
owed the bank nearly 5.5 million florins (11 million crowns).115 As Szcze-
panowski slipped further into debt, Zima took steps to protect himself
and Szczepanowski from the ruin that would have struck them both if
Szczepanowski’s debt and Zima’s foolish lending had been revealed. He
created fictional accounts without the knowledge of the bank’s board in
order to hide the scope of Szczepanowski’s loans. Further evidence of
Szczepanowski’s charisma came when the news of his debts broke, and
Wolski and Odrzywolski put up 7 million crowns on his behalf.116

When the story broke, Zima was accused of fraud and embezzlement
(for falsifying the bank’s books and for convincing Wolski and Odrzy-
wolski to give a security under false pretenses). Szczepanowski was ac-
cused of complicity in fraud for encouraging Zima to falsify the books.
The scandal that followed the revelation of the extent of his loans to
Szczepanowski destroyed Zima’s reputation and precipitated his death
even before the trial began. The press latched on to his attachment, at
age seventy-two, to a young woman named Marie Stephanie Fuhrmann.
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Fuhrmann, who had been a pauper a few years earlier, had mysteriously
acquired a house worth 40,000 florins (80,000 crowns) and an account
with the Galizische Landesbank worth another 45,000 florins (90,000
crowns) by the time of the scandal. Zima died in prison on 4 August
1899 under circumstances that led to speculation that he had poisoned
himself. The coroner claimed that he had died of a heart attack.117

All of the monarchy’s major newspapers covered the trial, which ran
from 1 October to 9 November 1899, in all its harrowing detail. The
liberal Viennese daily Neue Freie Presse published daily reports throughout
the trial’s six-week duration, including long transcripts of particularly in-
teresting testimony. For the first few weeks of the trial, readers were kept
informed by two updates a day: both the morning and evening editions
reported on the latest news received by telegram from Lviv. The Lviv
paper Słowo Polskie (owned by Wolski and Odrzywolski and favorable to
Szczepanowski) and the Cracow paper Czas (a conservative organ of the
Stańczyks,118 decidedly hostile to Szczepanowski) also reported on the trial
daily. The negative publicity cast a shadow over the whole industry. Com-
parisons were made between Szczepanowski and Ferdinand de Lesseps,
and the epithet “Polish Panama” replaced “Polish California” in the
press.119

The trial revealed the extent to which chaos had come to characterize
Szczepanowski’s personal finances. He had already been threatened with
bankruptcy in 1893. His friends Wolski and Odrzywolski, wanting to
rescue him from ruin, turned over the management of his business to
Bolesław Łodziński, the director of the Handelsgesellschaft in Gorlice.
Łodziński recommended that Szczepanowski declare bankruptcy imme-
diately, even before he learned of his debt. Łodziński was convinced that
Szczepanowski’s businesses were being run by untrustworthy characters
who misinformed him (politics kept him in the capital and away from
the day-to-day oversight of his companies) and led him to believe that
drillings had better prospects than they did.120 Wolski and Odrzywolski
were anxious to spare him from the scandal that bankruptcy would cause
and offered to take responsibility for his debt. In early 1896, Zima con-
vinced them to put up a security of 550,000 florins (1.1 million crowns).121

But not even the unflinching loyalty of his supporters could save Szcze-
panowski from impending ruin.
If there is an element of the tragic in Szczepanowski’s story, it lies in

a decision he made in 1894. Under enormous pressure from Count Ka-



104 Petroleum Fever

zimierz Badeni to repay a portion of his debts, he sold his petroleum
shafts in Schodnica, an unexplored but promising oil field near Borysław,
to the Anglobank for 1 million florins (2 million crowns; 40 percent in
stocks and 60 percent in cash) only two years before the explosive dis-
covery of Jakób.122 In 1893, 10,000 tons of crude oil were produced in
Schodnica; in 1894, 21,000 tons; in 1895, almost 84,000 tons; and in 1896,
189,360 tons.123 By 1899, these shafts had come to be worth 15 million
florins (30 million crowns), more than enough to cover Szczepanowski’s
entire debt.124 To make matters worse, Szczepanowski sold the oil fields
in order to protect his investment in coal mines in Myszyna and Dzu-
rowa, which never produced any profit. In his trial, he explained his
decision: “I was mistaken regarding the value of the coal mines and pre-
ferred to get rid of Schodnica rather than the coal mines.” But by the
time his debt was exposed, his “seventy-eight shares in Galician coal
mines” were considered “absolutely worthless.”125 One of oil’s greatest
champions thus was driven to ruin when he lost faith in his own product.
Although his advocacy of rejuvenation through industrialization and

modernization required that he become involved in business, Szczepa-
nowski’s character seemed ill suited to the task. Believing that moderni-
zation was possible only if it was built upon the foundations of a moral
revival of the nation, he combined a call for rapid industrialization with
what one historian has called a “strong anticapitalist bias.”126 Thus his
emphasis on investment, infrastructure, and industry was combined with
contempt for some of the values that they required. During the trial,
Szczepanowski portrayed himself as the hapless victim of his own igno-
rance rather than a conniving embezzler. According to his testimony:

When he returned to Galicia, he got involved in trade for the first time.

. . . In the practice of this new profession, he was truly met with good

fortune initially. A new California arose in Galicia. One constantly found

new, very productive petroleum sources. However, there were great

technical obstacles one had to overcome. The oil fever that prevailed

throughout Galicia attracted numerous foreigners and caused the de-

fendant to undertake geological investigations, deep drilling, and in-

vestments that turned out to be a great loss of capital. Now, since his

funds did not suffice, he tried to get advances. . . . He did not under-

stand how to protect his own interests.

Szczepanowski testified that fate had played against him. Just when it
looked as if he was going to start making some money, he was unfairly
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hampered by competition from smuggled Russian distillates. All his at-
tempts and those of his fellow oilmen to get the government to protect
them were in vain. In the midst of this mess, “The defendant, as he claims,
was elected to the imperial Parliament without having run for office.
There he took the interests of the petroleum industry, and thus also his
own, under his wing and stood up against customs abuses. His parlia-
mentary career, however, led to a change in his relationship with his
former colleagues (Biedermann and Company). Politics and business did
not allow themselves to be mixed.”127 Szczepanowski explained that how-
ever valuable his political activity may have been in the long term, it kept
him away from his oil business. He spent six months of the year in
Vienna, another month and a half in the Galician Provincial Diet, and
one month in the delegations, thus spending nearly three-quarters of the
year on activities not directly related to running his business.128

To make matters worse, Szczepanowski’s luck began to run out. After
a few early lucky guesses, which gave him the feeling that he could prac-
tically smell oil, misplaced hopes in oil deposits invisible deep below the
Earth’s surface proved that he was no diviner. Szczepanowski had to ac-
knowledge that “when it comes to discovering oil territory, the rule is, as
it turned out, that there are no rules. In the tremendous petroleum com-
motion of the early years, which brought Englishmen, Americans,
Frenchmen, Spaniards, and Germans to Galicia, he dared—against his
earlier resolution—to found a company on a large scale,”129 although he
had no experience in running such an enterprise. He and his family in-
vested 90,000 florins (180,000 crowns), but, given the high cost of land
leases, he soon found that he needed ten times that much capital.
After thirty-three days in court, a jury of Szczepanowski’s peers (mer-

chants, businessmen, and civil servants) acquitted him unanimously on
all counts. But Szczepanowski was a broken man; he died less than a year
later, a month before his fifty-fourth birthday.130

During the trial and in its aftermath, defenders and opponents of
Szczepanowski alike linked his fall to greater issues. In his memoirs, oil
engineer Stefan Bartoszewicz recalled, “At that time, we all felt that the
honor of the oil industry was engaged in the proceedings of the trial.”131

This was not merely a question of fiscal incompetence, greed, or the
whims of fortune. Rather, Szczepanowski’s rise and fall were tied to ques-
tions of Polish patriotism in an age of fragile reconciliation to autonomy
within a partitioned Poland and of social reform and the economic rev-
olution that accompanied it. Szczepanowski’s defenders included celeb-
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rities from Russian Poland, such as the renowned author Bolesław Prus
and Władysław Rabski, who referred to him as a “tragic hero.” A young
associate compared him to Job.132 His friends argued that he was a man
of greatness brought down by the mediocrity of the world around him,
the “greatest of contemporary Poles.”133 Wolski claimed that Szczepa-
nowski’s Nȩdza Galicyi had been the inspiration for a generation of dem-
ocratically inclined industrialists. Odrzywolski attributed his downfall to
his failure to account for the baseness of other people.134 At his funeral,
he was lauded as a man with the will and the ability to return Poland to
the center of Europe: “We waited for him as a hungry worker awaits the
arrival of the innkeeper, for the specter of misery or earning a daily wage
from foreigners had already begun to sneer at us. He came—he ap-
peared.” His fall was caused not by his own weakness, but by the greed
of outsiders, indifferent to Poland’s fate: “Foreign capitalists block[ed] his
path, paralyzing and truly wishing to destroy in the bud and annihilate
that which Szczepanowski created and took such pains to cultivate: the
children of his spirit and his creativity.”135

But it was not only foreigners who stood in Szczepanowski’s way. Al-
though he did not mention them directly, Szczepanowski’s eulogist did
not fail to point the finger at Galicia’s conservative elites, who favored
agriculture over industry and whose refusal to support the growth of
industry kept their province in a state of wretched poverty. Agriculture,
he argued, was no longer sufficient to support life: “Today agricultural
conditions are so difficult, the expenses so enormous, that if a farm is
not supported by an industrial branch’s exploitation of the soil, then it
can only vegetate from day to day, never blossom.”136 From the vocab-
ulary of enlightenment and education, the industry’s defenders now
turned to the vocabulary of the agriculture they hoped to replace. Szcze-
panowski’s mines, his vision of derricks, steam engines, and pipelines
crisscrossing the Polish landscape—this is what would allow the land to
“blossom.”
Szczepanowski’s opponents also allowed Szczepanowski’s trial to be-

come the forum for a debate on the merits of democracy and socioeco-
nomic change. Not even they seriously accused him of embezzlement for
the purpose of personal gain. Szczepanowski was incompetent, his pen-
chant for democracy led him, predictably, in the mind of conservatives,
to exercise bad judgment. While claiming to represent morality and the
best interests of Poland, he had proven himself to be at best amoral, if
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not immoral, in his financial dealings. They emphasized the damage that
Szczepanowski had done to Poland’s reputation and to the national pride
of Poles. No less could be expected from such a “democrat.” According
to the commentary of Ludwik Straszewicz, courting Galician conserva-
tives in the Cracow journal Kraj, it was the fault of Szczepanowski’s sort
that so much of Polish industry had fallen into foreign hands in the first
place. Given his recklessness, gullibility, and excessive belief in the word
of the people, “it [was] very likely lucky for Galicia that Szczepanowski
broke his wings as an industrialist.”137 Conservatives tried to prove that
Galician Savings Bank funds had been used to finance the Polish Dem-
ocratic Party and the publications of its press organ, Słowo Polskie, and
the leader of the conservative Stańczyks, Stanisław Tarnowski, claimed
that Szczepanowski’s acquittal was further proof of the worthlessness of
jury trials. The Ruch Katolicki called Szczepanowski “an apostle of the
corrupted morals of great capital.”138

Conservatives’ criticism of Szczepanowski did not soften after his de-
mise. In the obituary published in the conservative newspaper Czas, he
was described as “a brilliant representative of political and economic ro-
manticism, who in contact with cold reality had to surrender to sad de-
feat. In him were strangely combined a thorough knowledge and an un-
paralleled impracticality in the field of technical enterprises, which was
in him the usual result of blazing fantasy, not resting on real foundations.
This was the origin of the mistakes and errors committed in this field,
and this led him to the final catastrophe.”139

Both sides seemed to agree that Szczepanowski’s trial represented more
than his own individual fate. Nevertheless, while they were willing to
explore broader questions relating to Galicia, Poland, honor, and prestige,
neither newspapers, eulogists, friends, nor foes questioned the reasons
why Szczepanowski had to supplement the funds he raised legally with
others secured through connections, personal charisma, and the patri-
otism of like-minded Poles. Whether Szczepanowski was to be com-
mended as too good for this world or condemned as foolish and “ro-
mantic,” all agreed that the problem lay with Szczepanowski himself. And
while the normative value they attributed to his character differed widely,
there was surprising agreement on what that basic character was. Long
before the outbreak of the scandal, the author of a book of sketches of
parliamentary delegates foreshadowed descriptions of Szczepanowski
made after his death. In a tone that was simultaneously affectionate and
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condescending, Szczepanowski was described was well-meaning, naı̈ve,
and misguided. “[He] has learned and observed much, but does not know
how to reconcile the observed with the learned”—this was, after all a
man who was both an experienced economist and an incompetent busi-
nessman. “He uninterruptedly founds companies that earn money for
others. He allows careerists, who like to hide their own lack of character
in the shadow of his naı̈ve honesty, to exploit his indestructible drive to
work and his wealth of knowledge. . . . [He is] an educated, hardworking,
altruistic man, but at the same time confused in his ideas and goals like
no other. A man of progress who cluelessly pulls forward like a workhorse
without noticing that he is hitched to the cart of reaction.”140

Like MacGarvey, Szczepanowski invested in refining, as well as pro-
duction, a fact that indicates some appreciation for the benefits of vertical
integration (it was his investments in exploration and production, not
refining, that were his downfall). But unlike MacGarvey, Szczepanowski
did not focus exclusively on the business of running a business. Mac-
Garvey was an oilman first and a Canadian second. Szczepanowski
thought that he could force oil to do his bidding, but was forced to
recognize that this was beyond his power. Nevertheless, the rhetoric of
oil as a tool of national regeneration that Szczepanowski employed to
such great effect outlasted his own personal disaster. Throughout the next
decades, Galician producers (including MacGarvey) warned of the danger
of too much foreign involvement in Galicia and thus in Polish industry.
Although Austrian officials might laud the improvements brought by for-
eign investors and managers (as did the factory inspector in his reports
on the wax industry), Poles were wary lest profits derived from their soil
fill foreign coffers. As foreign investment increased and international ten-
sions sharpened, even government representatives began to view the na-
tionality of those who controlled the industry with concern. In an era of
overproduction and brutal competition for international markets, the
battle over what was good for Galicia became a battle between those who
advocated what was good for the empire, what was good for Poland, and
what was good for business. At the same time, the dissonance between
what was good for elites and what was good for those at the very bottom
of the pyramid became starker than ever before.
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4

The Boys Don’t Sleep at Home

Workers’ Dreams of Wealth

and Independence

While the vision and risk tolerance of oil entrepreneurs are essential in
jump-starting an industry, entrepreneurs are powerless to realize their
dreams without the assistance of the skilled and unskilled workers who
make their companies run. The oil and wax industry officially employed
11,944 workers in 1897,1 but this number did not include any of the
thousands of workers who came to the oil fields for a day or two at a
time without ever appearing on employers’ rolls. How did these workers
fit into Galician society? What were their motivations and interests? De-
scribing the men and women who worked in the Galician oil industry
today is as difficult as understanding them was for government officials
and socialist agitators at the turn of the twentieth century. The difficulty
stems from the dizzying diversity of this group, which makes speaking
of workers as a coherent collective well-nigh impossible. Here were
Ukrainian, Polish, and Yiddish speakers, local peasants and travelers from
afar, destitute Jews picking wax from piles of rock and highly trained
master drillers from technical colleges in the Austrian Empire and abroad,
registered workers listed on payrolls and casual day laborers who appear
in no statistical compilations.

One thing is clear: oil workers did not act as Galicia’s revolutionary
class. Skilled workers, including drillers, stokers, smiths, and boiler-
makers, were well paid and well respected. Unskilled workers were nei-
ther, but nevertheless were resistant to socialist rhetoric. This was not a
cadre of peasants who had abandoned their farms to devote themselves
to industrial work, but rather a huge number of workers who filtered in
to oil towns seasonally, when they needed a little extra cash, or when
there was less work back on the farm. Unskilled workers in the oil pits
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and wax mines of Galicia seemed to think and act more like peasants
moonlighting in oil towns than industrial workers. At the same time that
master drillers could demand 10 to 12 crowns per shift, unskilled workers
(aboveground) were paid no more than 3 to 4 crowns and sometimes as
little as 0.8 crowns per shift.2

Peasants who trekked to the oil basin in search of temporary work to
relieve their debts, ease their hunger, or provide a longer-term escape
from the “idiocy of rural life” were greeted by long hours, low pay, and
the companionship of thousands of other villagers sharing their daily
routine, most of them young men either single or temporarily rendered
so by distance. The plight of the unskilled workers in the Galician oil
basin drew attention from civil servants and social critics throughout the
empire, many of whom argued that their misery had to be unique. The
Galician factory inspector, Arnulf Nawratil, lamented that “the situation
of the Borysław and Wolanka mine workers . . . is in every way so peculiar
that there cannot be workers existing under similar conditions anywhere
in Austria or anywhere in Europe.”3 Nawratil’s claim, however well in-
tentioned, was absurd. Any of the features that characterized the oil
workers—unhealthy and unpleasant working conditions, cultural and re-
ligious divisions and tensions, ambiguous relations with socialist agitators,
lingering connections to village life, and the dream of retiring as well-to-
do peasants—could be found among working populations from the oil
fields of Baku to the ore mines of the Donbass-Dnieper region, the fac-
tories and mills of Friuli, and the coal mines of the Ruhr Valley.

In the late nineteenth century, the ranks of the proletariat increased
across Europe. In Galicia, as in other European regions where traditional
agricultural techniques proved incapable of supporting ballooning peasant
populations, rumors of employment opportunities at mines and in fac-
tories drew thousands of unskilled laborers.4 In the industrial centers of
Britain, Germany, Belgium, France, the Netherlands, Italy, Scandinavia,
and Russia, they began to form mass parties to represent their interests—
now seen as distinct from those of the villages they had left behind. People
from all social strata took note of the growing numbers of laborers with
either alarm or ecstatic optimism.5 Politicians hurried to take action,
using the imagined threat of socialist-led revolts to justify extensive police
surveillance in the Austrian Empire, political oppression in Germany, and
concerned attention throughout Europe.

While socialist organizations and publications remained legal in Aus-
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tria, they were not greeted enthusiastically by the government or its rep-
resentatives. Austrian officials envisioned a network of spies, cells, secret
meetings, assassination conspiracies, inflammatory speeches, and sabotage
organized by a nebulous combination of anarchists and socialists and
infecting the minds of the impressionable, but otherwise generally loyal,
masses. Austrian socialists took full advantage of all the legal forms of
protest available to them: ballots, parades, and vitriolic articles in the
(relatively) free press. What if they should turn to illegal measures? Ga-
lician elites, in particular, were all too aware of the activities of Russian
radicals on their eastern border. Russian socialists did not enjoy the con-
stitutional freedoms guaranteed by Austria’s Fundamental Laws. In
Russia, the terror caused by socialist and anarchist activities (the two were
inseparable in the minds of the authorities) reached its highest level in
the twenty years before the Russian Revolutions of 1917. The governor
of St. Petersburg was assassinated in 1878. Subsequently, two provincial
governors were killed, and six failed attempts were made on the life of
Tsar Alexander II before he was assassinated in March 1881. One histo-
rian has estimated that “17,000 people were killed or wounded by ter-
rorists during the last decades of the tsarist regime.”6 News of assassina-
tions and homemade bombs traveled quickly across the Russian-Austrian
border.

Socialism, however, was easier to fear than to stop. The Antisocialist
Law of 1878 outlawed the socialist party organization and press in the
neighboring German Empire and empowered the state to abolish any
organizations with perceived socialist tendencies and to break up any
socialist meetings or assemblies. Imperial German trade unions were also
abolished, and suspected socialists were subjected to unprecedented ha-
rassment in the courts.7 Despite these measures, socialist parties provided
not only a political agenda, but also clubs, institutions, and social events
that came to shape their members’ lives outside of work.8 Emerging slowly
in the 1870s and 1880s, socialists in Galicia benefited from the consti-
tutional guarantees provided by the Austrian Rechtsstaat and the legality
of social democracy in the Austrian Empire. From 1896, when the fran-
chise was extended to all adult males, socialists were well represented in
the Austrian Imperial Parliament. Even the most utopian socialist, how-
ever, had to recognize that many obstacles hindered the wielding of any
real political power. Galician socialists faced a myriad of challenges, the
foremost of which were the conflicting ties of national versus class soli-
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darity and the complete domination of agriculture over industry in the
province.

Despite the insistence of internationalists (citing Karl Marx) that “the
working men have no country,” and their hope that “national differences,
and antagonisms between peoples, are daily more and more vanishing,”
the attraction of national identity was acknowledged by the Austrian
Social Democratic Party’s decision to declare itself a federal organization
at the party congress of 1897. At this congress, the party became, in effect,
an umbrella organization composed of six different nationalities (Ger-
man, Czech, Polish, Ruthenian, Italian, and Slovenian) that would
cooperate in the imperial Parliament, but retain autonomy in local ad-
ministration.9 While all socialist parties came to accept (or at least claimed
to accept) the existence of nationalities in the Second International, what
was exceptional about Austrian socialists was their acceptance of the
Habsburg monarchy (earning their movement the derisive nickname “k.
und k. Sozialdemokratie”). The desire to balance class solidarity and na-
tional identity found different expression in the development of Austro-
Marxism. The two Austro-Marxist thinkers who most prominently turned
their attention to the nationalities question, Otto Bauer and Karl Renner,
reflected the paradox of Austro-Marxism in their attempts to coordinate
the needs of the empire’s many nationalities without sacrificing the im-
plicit leadership of Vienna. It was Bauer’s hope that nationalism and
socialism would prove to be complementary, not contradictory. In a
chapter titled “The Realization of National Cultural Community through
Socialism” [sic!], Bauer wrote, “Incorporation of the entire people into a
national cultural community, achievement of total self-determination
through the nation, rising spiritual differentiation of nations—this is the
meaning of socialism,” a formulation that presumably would have aston-
ished Marx.10

Galician socialists were equally vulnerable to the siren call of nation-
alism, even as they advocated class solidarity. Polish socialists, led by
Ignacy Daszyński (1866–1936), stressed that their ultimate goal was Polish
independence (a giant step beyond regional autonomy and federalism).11

With that in mind, Polish socialists in Galicia were more inclined to work
with socialists in other partitioned lands of the Polish-Lithuanian Com-
monwealth than with socialists in the other provinces of the Austrian
Empire. Internationalists, led by Rosa Luxemburg, were adamantly op-
posed to the pursuit of Polish independence, reflecting Marx’s insistence
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that “if the Russian autocrat were to be replaced by Polish aristocrats,
then despotism would merely have taken out naturalization papers.” But
another strain of Polish socialist thought, represented by Kazimierz
Kelles-Krauz, argued that the nation-state was itself fundamental to the
development of socialism, since workers tend to achieve national and class
consciousness simultaneously.12 As nationalist sentiment became more
widespread, internal divisions between Polish and Ruthenian socialists
deepened, since for many Ruthenians the words “Pole” and “landlord”
were synonymous. Ruthenian socialists knew that the platform of their
Polish comrades included re-creation of a Polish state in its prepartition
borders—a proposition that they believed guaranteed continued Ruthe-
nian cultural subjugation. The conviction that Polish landlords, not dis-
tant Austrian imperialists, were the true persecutors of the Ruthenian
peasantry led to self-defined Ukrainian intellectuals’ most resentful com-
plaints about the Habsburg monarchy: “the failure of the Austrian gov-
ernment to protect the Ukrainian peasant from the abuses and exploi-
tation suffered at the hands of the Polish szlachta [nobility].”13 Jewish
socialists, too, argued that their interests could not be represented by
Poles: “There is an erroneous opinion here in Galicia that one can unite
all nations and languages—i.e., the Polish, the Ruthenian, and the
Jewish—under the Polish flag . . . [but] in order to propagandize the great
masses of Jewish, Ruthenian, and Polish workers it is essential to take
and enlighten each linguistic group, each people, separately.”14

Nationalism did not provide the only ideological challenge to socialism.
In a province so heavily dominated by peasants, it was natural that a
strong populist trend overshadowed the development of socialism. The
program of the Polish Populist Party (founded in 1895) called for the
“national, political, economic, and cultural advancement of the people.”
As social underdogs, populists were radical like socialists (with whom they
were often conflated by conservatives), but, as representatives of land-
owning peasants, they could be economically conservative. The relation-
ship between populism and socialism was fraught with difficulty and dis-
agreement over issues like socialization of land. Sometimes the two were
uneasily combined in the person of one individual, such as Ivan Franko.
Populism had the advantage of widespread appeal, but the decided dis-
advantage (from a socialist perspective) of ineradicable ties to the socially
conservative clergy. In this sense, Galician socialists suffered from the
same shortcoming as their comrades in the Russian Empire: the notorious
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absence of an industrial workforce among which to spread their message.
Even in Germany and France, where only 36 and 43 percent of the pop-
ulation, respectively, lived by agriculture, compared with 80 percent in
Galicia, socialists recognized the necessity of broadening their appeal to
encompass rural farmers. If this was a challenge in western Europe, it
was more difficult still in the East.15

Historians of Galicia have generalized that it was the nearly total lack
of industry in the province that provided the main obstacle.16 In de-
scribing Galicia as a completely agricultural province, they follow not only
official statistics, but also contemporary commentators who lamented the
fate of a province that modernity seemed to be passing by. The Galician
factory inspector reported in 1884, “It is a well-known fact that, with the
exception of the city of Biała, there is not a single so-called industrial city
in all of Galicia, and that the few factories lie like oases scattered in a
desert.”17 To whom could socialists direct their attention in the absence
of an urban industrial proletariat? For some, the burgeoning oil industry
provided the most obvious answer.

But even in those cases where oil and wax workers cooperated with
socialists, their actions lacked the commitment and conviction necessary
for true and lasting success. As in Russia and eastern Ukraine, where
workers maintained ties to their village communities even after they left
them for employment in industry,18 Galician oil workers’ continued iden-
tification of themselves as landowners, peasants, and villagers diminished
their need to throw in their lot with strike leaders. This phenomenon was
not, of course, unique to the Galician oil basin. Throughout Europe, the
formation of a class of worker-peasants, described by anthropologist
Douglas Holmes as “sojourners who traverse regional and national fron-
tiers as easily as they trespass the conceptual boundaries fabricated by
social scientists,” characterized the early stages of industrial develop-
ment.19 Worker-peasantries are most likely to develop in areas plagued
by endemic unemployment, where capital is concentrated, and where
society is dominated by the land-poor rather than the landless.20 High
population density and decreasing plot size due to inheritance practices
based on splitting parental land also contribute. Extenuating circum-
stances notwithstanding, studies of biemployment (industrial and agri-
cultural) confirm that from west to east, it was only the poorest peasants
who chose to supplement their rural income with work in factories or
workshops.21
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The rapid growth of industrial activity, combined with increasing rural
poverty throughout Europe in the late nineteenth century, encouraged
unskilled agricultural laborers to turn, long- or short-term, to mines and
factories for work. Mine owners actively recruited agricultural laborers to
fill unskilled positions—often turning to workers from different regions,
practicing different religions, and speaking different languages than lo-
cals.22 In Germany in 1893, 14 percent of the total workforce in the Ruhr
coal region had moved there from Polish-speaking communities in
eastern Prussia; by 1908, migrants from eastern Prussia, most of them
unskilled agricultural workers, represented 37.9 percent of the work-
force.23 At the turn of the twentieth century, 72.6 percent of the popu-
lation in the Baku oil region had been born elsewhere.24 Charters Wynn’s
study of the industrial workers in the Donbass-Dnieper Bend coal and
iron region, one of Russia’s largest industrial areas, reveals striking par-
allels between the conditions and activities of workers there and those in
the Galician oil basin. Donbass workers, although viewed by Russian so-
cialists as the perfect targets for agitation, were called “nomads alternating
between industry and agriculture” by the French consul in 1893.25

Unlike the French consul, Galician socialists could not comprehend the
liminality of worker-peasants caught between the world of the village and
that of the mine. They expected the oil basin to be fruitful terrain for
worker solidarity against capitalist oppression. The conditions in which
oil workers lived and worked were notoriously hazardous to life and limb.
By the first years of the twentieth century, the oil fields around Baku had
lent the city a reputation for continual socialist agitation, which historian
Ronald Suny attributes to their “miserable physical conditions . . . con-
ditions in which it seemed as if nature itself had conspired to deprive
men of simple pleasures such as trees or fresh air.”26 In Galicia, although
a new mining law introduced in 1884 mandated regular inspections of
oil production and refining companies, heightened government attention
did not immediately bring safe working conditions. The effectiveness of
the hundreds of fines levied annually against mine owners and operators
appears to have been negligible: many firms were assessed fines for the
same transgressions year after year, judging the payment of penalties to
be less expensive than the structural changes that would have been nec-
essary to meet new safety requirements.

Nawratil noted a general absence of any safety precautions among pe-
troleum distilleries and refineries, “where in addition to the danger of
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fires, the danger of explosions is very great, and thus the absence of care
taken at the construction of such factories is most regrettable.” The com-
bination of flammable wooden buildings and frequent explosions was a
fatal one and led in several instances to cases where “these establishments
simply flew into the air.” Refineries were generally filthy and overcrowded
with machines; they suffered from a general lack of fans or ventilation of
any kind and from excessive temperatures of up to 35�C (95�F). Any
windows that did exist were sealed shut, which meant that the stale, hot
air was contaminated by distillation vapors, gasoline-tainted steam, and
sulfur dioxide. Refineries had insufficient lighting, a lack of potable water,
no sanitary facilities, running water, or washrooms, and no coatrooms or
common kitchens. As for the workers’ living quarters, the inspector found
them in deplorable condition:

In one petroleum production company I found a cave-like, overheated

sleeping room for the workers, thickly settled with foul-smelling beds.

In response to my remark that these facilities did not meet human

requirements, I was told that the residents of these rooms were very

satisfied. This they themselves actually confirmed with the comment that

their comrades at other companies did not have any kind of sleeping

quarters, that they lived miles away, that they seldom were in a condi-

tion to go home, and that they were offered no other kind of lodging.27

Year after year, in his annual report as Galician factory inspector, Na-
wratil wrote that unskilled workers in Galicia were generally miserable
and that overpopulation was leading to inflation and living costs that
soared even as wages stagnated. Nowhere was this more noticeable than
in Borysław, the center of the empire’s petroleum industry. A decade later,
the superintendent of mines painted an equally harrowing picture of work
conditions:

The work conditions in Borysław are extremely unfavorable. The

workers are mostly itinerant, or peasants who flow in from time to time

in order to make a little money in Borysław and work for a few isolated

shifts. In comparison, there are very few stable workers. Most workers

are on a very low cultural level, can read and write only in the rarest

cases, have no housing of their own, and are satisfied to spend the nights

in the highly deficient taverns, in which an inordinate number of people

find shelter.28
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Worker pumping overflowing oil out of a ditch. The original caption of this
propaganda photo from the First World War read: “Pumping off overflowing
oil diverted into a ditch. The newly eruptive oil source now delivers 400 tons a
day, compared to 200 tons a month before.” (Reproduced by permission of the
Österreichisches Staatsarchiv, Kriegsarchiv.)

Only the lucky few could even avail themselves of the substandard
conditions in local inns and the aptly named worker “barracks.” Ac-
cording to the director of the Carpathian Company, Commercial Coun-
cilor Otto Brunner, most slept outside, irrespective of the weather: “They
don’t go home, because they have no home. They don’t go to the bar-
racks, because they have nothing with which to pay. They aren’t afraid
of rain, they don’t try to avoid swamps, because they work all day in wet
mud.” When winter conditions made sleeping outside suicidal, workers
would gather on the floors of taverns by the scores: “They drink vodka,
talk, curse their torturers. One by one they drowse off, some sitting,
others lying in the corners or under benches. And thus lie twenty to
seventy people, men, women, and children, so close together that it is
impossible to roll over.”29

In 1896, Labor-Zionist Saul Raphael Landau undertook an expedition
to Galicia and Russia to observe the conditions of the Jewish proletariat
on assignment for the London-based the Jewish World and the Viennese
Die Welt. Borysław was one of the seven towns he chose to describe,
since, according to Landau’s own figures, two-thirds of its wax workers
were Jews. The Borysław wax workers who “collected here by the
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thousands from all regions, in order to carry out this work and through
their labor to create new objects of value, [did] not share in any of its
fruits.” Only two buildings in the entire village were made of stone, and
the remaining wooden buildings sank below the level of the street because
of the sinking of the earth they were built on. The whole village resembled
a morass of yellowish muck.30

It was not only oil and wax workers, of course, whose work conditions
were bad. The inspector noted that the proverbial Galician misery was
worsened in large towns and cities where massive immigration from the
land continued to bring wages down. There was thus nothing surprising
to him in the frequency of strikes that plagued the province throughout
the 1880s and 1890s. Each year he reported on several strikes among the
province’s artisans, who, as John-Paul Himka has argued, took the place
of an industrial proletariat in leading the socialist movement in the prov-
ince.31 In the last decade of the nineteenth century, for example, the
factory inspector noted strikes among tailors, tinsmiths, tile-oven setters,
printers, bakers, brush makers, smiths, the employees of a wagon factory,
coopers in various breweries, shoemakers, steam carpenters, workers in
a horsehair factory, porcelain painters, and tallith weavers, all of whom
demanded that their wages go up and the length of their shifts go down.
Doubt that worker complacency would last in the face of worsening con-
ditions was shared by the superintendent of mines, who declared in 1892,
“If perhaps in one regard an improvement [in work conditions] begins
to appear, then it would be only insofar as one is able to find individual
workers who slowly become conscious that they can complain about the
occurrence of abuses.”32

If skilled artisans were so eager to strike, one might have expected that
the oil workers, whose shifts were also long and whose wages were also
low, would strike as well. After all, oil workers seemed to represent the
ideal protagonists in a progressive workers’ movement to demand greater
rights. In addition, their working conditions had reached a level of misery
that made the moment seem ripe for action. According to one left-leaning
law student in Vienna, conditions for workers had only worsened as the
industry matured. If the oil industry in its infancy had offered a life of
adventure to wild young men with nothing better to do, in the years of
its development it had turned into a classic playground for exploitative
imperialists. The operators of the new companies, he wrote, were “men
of no conscience speculating with money and land, as well as eccentric
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characters whose past is vividly reminiscent of the adventurers of Cali-
fornia, and whose present is reminiscent of the slave drivers of ancient
Rome.”33

The young Ruthenian socialist and writer Ivan Franko was among those
who placed great faith in the progressive nature of the Borysław workers.
Franko was born in 1856 in Nahujowice, a small village not far from
Borysław. When he was nine years old, his widowed mother married
Hryn Havrylyk, a local oil worker.34 In his childhood, he was treated to
“wonderful and dreadful stories about Borysław and the oil mines
there.”35 He studied classical philology and Ukrainian language and lit-
erature at the university that would later bear his name in Lviv, where
he supported himself by writing short stories and essays that supple-
mented the modest stipendium he received from the Provincial Fund. His
studies were abruptly interrupted in his fourth semester when he was
identified as a socialist by the Austrian authorities and subjected to nu-
merous arrests, prison sentences, and postacquittal harassment.36 One can
speculate on the effect his exposure to the Borysław workers had on his
proclivity for socialism: the prominent Polish socialist Ignacy Daszyński
suggested that familiarity with the oil and wax workers’ lot was enough
to turn anyone’s blood red. Daszyński himself had been moved by it:
“The atmosphere of Drohobycz incited me to revolt. The brutality of the
sinister blackguards who made their careers in Drohobycz at that time
was so clear and public that it was not necessary to truly be a socialist in
order to hate this criminal ‘production,’ based on the natural treasures
of mother Earth and on the boundless exploitation of several thousand
Ruthenian peasants, digging wax in Borysław.”37

It was during a visit to Drohobycz that Daszyński first met Franko,
who he claimed was responsible for the development of a socialist move-
ment in the region.38 Regardless of the cause of Franko’s attraction to
socialism, heightened government concern about socialism’s spread led in
1877 to his first arrest on charges of propagating socialist ideas. These
charges resulted in eight months’ detention awaiting trial and six weeks’
imprisonment after his conviction. During his university studies, which
he resumed after his release from prison, he became the close friend and
collaborator of another Ruthenian socialist, Mykhailo Pavlyk, with whom
he founded the first of many new Ukrainian-language periodicals, the
monthly Hromads’ski Druh (Communal Friend). Franko soon turned his
literary attention to the oil workers. A series of stories called his Borysław



120 The Boys Don’t Sleep at Home

cycle was among the first that he published (including the novellas Boa
Constrictor in 1878 and Boryslav smiiet’sia [Boryslav Is Laughing] in
1881).39 In a letter to Pavlyk that he wrote in November 1882, Franko
suggested that they establish the new center of their socialist activity in
Drohobycz, specifically in order to be closer to Borysław than they had
been in their earlier headquarters, Kołomyja. He advised Pavlyk to “take
note of the proximity of Borysław, the large number of Jews, many of
whom are progressive, and even socialist elements among the youth,”
concluding that “all of this would push our activity in Drohobycz toward
an interethnic-federal basis.”40 Franko submitted a letter to the socialist
newspaper Praca (Work) in October 1880 in which he derided Galician
socialists for their preoccupation with artisans and consequent neglect of
oil workers.41 While Franko periodically worked for the Polish socialist
newspaper Przyjacieł Ludu (Friend of the People), his primary loyalty was
to the Ruthenian masses. Perhaps this contributed to his desire to see
heroes in Borysław’s oil workers, many of whom were Ruthenian, rather
than urban artisans, who were predominantly Polish.42

Progressive elements notwithstanding, the hopes of socialists who ex-
pected dramatic strike activity in the Borysław oil basin were disap-
pointed. There were no strikes before 1900, despite intense agitation on
the part of socialists.43 May Day celebrations remained peaceful; workers
spent the “holiday” singing and lounging about in the fresh air. Not even
local government officials were alarmed, despite the participation of up
to one-third of the workers in celebrations.44 Inspector Nawratil specu-
lated that the unskilled workers themselves were not as disturbed by their
working conditions as he would have expected. “The peasant worker is
agreeable, obedient, satisfied with extremely modest nourishment, views
his employer as a benefactor, takes on his hard-earned pay with real
gratitude, and, when well treated, allows himself to be used to any pur-
pose. Unfortunately, the peasant worker is very uneducated, most often
unable to read or write, and has neither any real sense of the laws nor
of the favors that those laws secure for him. He has, namely, no idea
what his rights are.”45 In addition, he noted that workers were themselves
little inclined to observe regulations designed to protect them. They
showed no understanding of or interest in safety precautions and were
more likely to consider them a nuisance than a protection: “The indolence
of the workers and their apathy and insensitivity to the greatest dangers
is unparalleled. Most of them see any kind of protective measures with
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scaled eyes and would prefer to eliminate them entirely, as they will not
recognize their utility.”46

Nawratil’s claim is supported by thousands of files detailing fines levied
against workers for disobeying rules designed to prevent their injury and
death. Although workers regularly objected to their fines, they were al-
most universally upheld by the courts. Worker violations most frequently
fell into one of three categories: allowing stones to fall down shafts where
their colleagues were working, carrying lamps in the vicinity of oil wells
(where the slightest spark sufficed to ignite petroleum gases and cause an
explosion), or smoking cigars or cigarettes in the wooden barracks or
near the oil pits.47 There was no question that the work was exceedingly
dangerous: according to the Ministry of Agriculture’s official statistics,
261 oil and wax workers were killed and 596 seriously wounded in mine
accidents between 1886 and 1900.48 In one particularly horrible incident,
80 miners suffocated to death in a wax mine when a boiler explosion at
the surface made it impossible for men to work the ventilation appa-
ratus.49 Government sources admitted that their statistics did not repre-
sent the full extent of the danger. According to the factory inspector, only
a small portion of accidents were ever reported to official sources.50

Despite the widespread conviction among outsiders that unskilled
workers were stupid and carefree, the absence of concerted demands for
higher wages and shorter hours cannot be ascribed to worker satisfaction
with the status quo. Misery and poverty alone did not suffice to inspire
collective action, nor could they have been expected to do so. As Marx
himself cautioned, the objective situation of a class—the conditions that
linked individuals as members of the proletariat—was not the same as
those workers’ subjective awareness of those links.51 In The Poverty of
Philosophy, Marx explained the importance of the workers’ realization of
their common interests: “The combination of capital has created for this
mass a common situation, common interests. This mass is thus already
a class as against capital, but not yet for itself. In the struggle . . . this mass
becomes united, and constitutes itself as a class for itself. The interests it
defends become class interests.”52 The key to a successful strike, as so-
cialists knew and tried to communicate, was sustained action on the part
of a united body of workers, made possible in the industrial age by “the
ever expanding union of the workers.”53 A sense of class solidarity that
transcended individual companies and villages would in turn rouse the
solidarity of the surrounding population, who would refuse to act as scabs
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during the work stoppage. But solidarity was not a characteristic of re-
lations between workers in the oil basin in the late nineteenth century.

Part of the problem was the ease with which unskilled oil workers
(those who dug the pits of the smaller companies, turned the windlass,
or worked in the wax mines) could be replaced. Employers complained
that it was easier to hire new workers each week than to convince the
old workers to stay. One company reported that it employed an average
of 50 workers at any given time, but that the total number of workers it
had employed over the course of 1896 exceeded 760.54

Ivan Franko anticipated the problem that would be caused by the ready
availability of substitutes from surrounding villages in case of a strike. He
took steps to avert it by providing the oil workers with a strikers’ text-
book, a sort of manual on how to act collectively and effectively, written
in the form of his novella, Boryslav Is Laughing. The story features
Bened’o, a mason who moves to Borysław after having learned the tech-
niques of a successful strike in western Galicia. He teaches his new friends
to work together to plan an organized strike instead of relying on a sense
of vigilante justice that is satisfied by beating up brutal or unjust overseers
in the shadows of the workers’ barracks at night. Bened’o cautions that
a critical step is recruiting the assistance of young men in neighboring
villages and explaining to them how important it is that they stay clear
of the oil wells for the duration of the strike. An early example of socialist
realism (first published in 1881, it predated Zola’s Germinal by four
years), Boryslav Is Laughing was written as if it documented real events.
Franko himself appears to have later come to believe that the story was
true: in a history of Ukrainian literature that he wrote years later, Franko
described Boryslav Is Laughing as “an attempt to portray the original
workers’ strike of the Boryslav workers, which ended with the great fire
of 1873.”55 This strike has become the starting point for Soviet-era his-
tories of the rising working class in Galicia.56

But there was no workers’ strike in 1873.57 There was a devastating fire
that ravaged Borysław in September 1874, destroying two hundred shafts
and innumerable outbuildings and costing several workers their lives, but
there was no strike associated with that fire. An extensive investigation
revealed that the fire had started when a worker foolishly tossed a match
he had used to light an illicit cigarette into a bucket of oil. The fire was
scandalous because it revealed the lack of any kind of fire prevention
measures, fire-fighting abilities, or safety precautions in the oil industry.
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But none of the sources on the fire—government reports, parliamentary
debates, investigatory commission findings, court cases, penalties levied,
and petitions calling for reform—mentioned any unrest.58

Franko’s tale of workers committed to cooperation against their
foremen and bosses may have been realistic, but it was not real. There
was little unity among the workers, and no signs at any point in the
nineteenth century that they were interested in class-oriented action.
There are three reasons for this. First, the unskilled workforce was made
up predominantly of peasants who occasionally and temporarily turned
to the oil fields to supplement, but not to replace, their earnings at home.
Second, oil workers were divided into national and confessional groups
that, even when they did not come into conflict with one another, were
little inclined to cooperate. Third, the Jewish wax workers, in particular,
found no appeal in socialists’ call to action. According to Saul Landau,
their problems were too deeply rooted in “racial animosity” to be solved
by united class action: “Jewish workers have more pressing concerns than
class struggle, the eight-hour day, and universal suffrage. First they want
out—out of the Galician Mizrajim [Egypt].”59 And fourth, skilled and
unskilled workers labored under conditions and with prospects whose
vast difference precluded common interests.

Historians have long recognized that the actual divisions between
workers and peasants in nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Europe
were not as impermeable as Marxist theory might imply. Terminologically
convenient distinctions between the peasants who made up most of Ga-
licia’s population and the workers who were employed in the oil basin
must be disaggregated to be understood. Most unskilled oil and wax
workers fit into the category of worker-peasants—wage laborers by ne-
cessity who retained cultural and psychological connections to the villages
whence they came. Paying closer attention to the nature of the workforce
helps explain why it is so difficult to determine exactly how many oil
workers there were in Galicia or what language they spoke. Employers
submitted annual official reports on the number of their employees,
which suggested that the workforce fluctuated from eight to ten thousand
oil and wax workers in eastern Galicia (over six thousand of whom found
employment in the Borysław basin).60 These reports, however, were dis-
missed by contemporaries (and even government officials themselves) as
highly unreliable.61 On the one hand, employers underreported their em-
ployees in order to avoid paying higher insurance fees.62 On the other
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hand, even an employer eager to provide accurate figures would find
estimating the number of employees to be a task of astonishing com-
plexity. Villagers and “traveling people flowing in from various countries”
who were interested in a day’s work would gather in the town square in
Drohobycz early in the morning.63 Foremen of local companies would
come to this so-called slave market,64 choose the workers they needed,
and pay them in advance for one shift. After finishing a shift, these casual
day laborers had the choice of moving on or finding a place to sleep and
going through the same process the next day.

Ruthenian peasants from surrounding villages were drawn to the oil
fields whenever they needed an escape from work on their farms. In 1897,
a male peasant who could expect to earn 30 to 50 kreuzer (0.6 to 1 crown) a
day during the harvest and a mere 15 to 25 kreuzer (0.3 to 0.5 crowns)
a day during the long winter months working as a day laborer on a large
plantation could expect to earn 50 to 70 kreuzer (1 to 1.40 crowns) a day
as an unskilled laborer in the oil and wax mines of eastern Galicia.65

According to the mining authorities, landowning peasants who were in-
terested in working would “only come to Borysław when there is no field
work to be done at their farms.” Not surprisingly, oil production generally
reached its peak in the winter because of greater availability of labor.
Whether in winter or in summer, most of the unskilled oil workers,
recruited from neighboring villages, were not interested in permanent or
even steady careers in the oil fields.66 While the factory inspector and
mining inspector both treated the mobility of the oil workers as a unique
and troubling characteristic, over the past twenty-five years, historians
have shown that migration was a ubiquitous element in the life of Eu-
ropean workers, “rootless masses of labouring people,” in the nineteenth
century.67

Given the harrowing descriptions of conditions in which oil and wax
workers spent their waking and sleeping hours, it is hard to imagine that
anything but the most abject poverty would draw villagers to the oil fields.
There is evidence, however, to suggest that the freedom associated with
daily wage labor in Borysław held a certain appeal. The mythological
promise of a few days of hard work, followed by a few days of hard
drinking, followed by wealth back in one’s native village, was preserved
in Ruthenian folk songs. Many of these songs, recorded by Ivan Franko
in one of his ethnographic articles, simply promised wealth and luxury
to those willing to endure the privations of mining work:
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Whoever wants to make some money and smoke cigars

Let him go to Boryslav and turn the windlass.

Whoever wants to make some money and eat sweet cake

Let him go to Boryslav and crawl around in the pits.

Others referred specifically to the enhanced social status back in the vil-
lage that would come to those who had earned the money to pay their
debts and run their own farms:

I’ll go down to Boryslavka and earn myself a fortune,

When I return from Boryslavka I’ll be my own master.

Of course, not everyone celebrated the new source of employment found
in the oil fields. The seasonal disappearance of village bachelors was noted
in a popular Ruthenian women’s folk song:

Ever since they started working in the pits in Boryslav

Since that day the handsome boys don’t sleep at home.68

Not all women stayed at home and sang songs lamenting their lost suitors.
A good number of women were themselves employed in Borysław, al-
though few of them were the wives of the male workers. According to
the mining inspector, “the moral conditions of the Borysław working
population are deplorable. The married workers come to Borysław
without their wives and live in sin here with wenches. The indecency is
promoted by the fact that it is mostly women who are employed at the
ventilators day and night.”69 Another Ruthenian folk song celebrated the
attraction of these women: “If there were no forest, if there were no forest,
if there were no hazelnut tree / I wouldn’t have gone to Boryslav if there
were no young lady.”70 Tales of loose women and plentiful liquor may
have held a certain appeal, but villagers expecting that life in the oil fields
would be all fun and games were sorely disappointed.

Franko, despite his hopes for the Borysław workers, knew that they
were peasants at heart. Even after he gave up on the oil workers, Franko
sought to teach lessons in organized action via his Borysław stories. But
now the stories were designed to keep peasants away from the mines
rather than to shape their actions once they were there. The hero of
Franko’s story “The Shepherd” spends his mining shifts in Borysław’s wax
pits dreaming of the pastures and livestock he will be able to buy with
his earnings.71 Franko’s Borysław cycle of short stories does not advise
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the move to Borysław that he recommended to his fellow socialist agitator
Pavlyk. Instead, each story warns of murder, premature death, greed and
loss of loved ones, all fates awaiting peasants who, perhaps inspired by
folk songs, turned to Borysław. Although songs promised wealth to peas-
ants who came to Borysław as workers, conventional wisdom noted that
more often peasant landowners were turned into paupers by the oil in-
dustry. According to Chief Mining Inspector Johann Holobek, “tidings
of successful oil excavation enticed hordes of ‘entrepreneurs,’ who knew
how to make themselves masters of the terrain and to turn the former
landlords and property owners—although they sold their land at the
highest prices—into workers literally vegetating in the most miserable
conditions.”72

Franko hoped that peasants could learn more from Borysław than
merely the fear of life in the mines. In 1894, he published the tale of an
Irishman, John, who found employment as a driller at an oil well in
eastern Galicia, in the Ukrainian journal Hromads’kyi holos, the organ of
the Ukrainain Radical Party. Keeping the company of Ruthenian peasants,
John learned rudimentary Ukrainian. When alcoholism cost him his job,
his newfound peasant friends collected enough money to pay his fare
back to his own homeland. Not expecting to hear of John or to see their
money ever again, the peasants were surprised later to receive from John
by post not only their money, but also a much greater treasure: a letter
“in which John acquainted the Ruthenian peasants with the Irish boycott
and strike system in satiric form.” It was as a model for a peasant strike,
not an oil workers’ strike, that this information was to be used. Franko
claimed that this letter found great popularity, running through three
thousand copies in only two months, passing from hand to hand, and
eventually contributing to the outbreak of peasant strikes in eastern Ga-
licia in 1900.73

The second obstacle to unified strike activity derived from the diversity
of the workforce and the primacy of allegiances not based on class. Ga-
lician workers appear to have felt the pull of national or religious iden-
tities more strongly than those of class identities. The working population
was mixed among two “nationalities,” Ruthenian and Polish, and three
confessions, Jewish, Roman Catholic, and Greek Catholic. In the in-
dustry’s infancy, they had all performed similar tasks. After MacGarvey
introduced the Canadian drilling system into the province in the early
1880s, however, sophisticated modern drilling operations gradually began
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to displace and replace older operations based on digging and hand
drilling. This new form of oil exploration and exploitation required a
bevy of skilled and unskilled workers. Drillers and stokers were the most
central, but their work was impossible without tool dressers, machinists,
carpenters, smiths, boilermakers, coopers, iron lathe operators, boiler at-
tendants, welders, fitters, and metalworkers—all at the level of masters
and of journeymen. Derricks had to be constructed, boilers built and
attended, pipelines erected and maintained, pits drilled and reinforced,
and machinery installed and repaired. After a short period in which many
of these positions were held by North Americans, Galicia was able to
supply its own skilled workers. According to the superintendent of mines,
the majority of men who were trained to take these skilled positions were
Polish-speaking Roman Catholics (references to west Galician workers
and east Galician workers being thinly veiled references to the differences
between the skilled Polish worker and his unskilled Ruthenian counter-
part): “For drilling they use almost without exception west Galician
workers, namely from the area surrounding Jasło, Krosno and Gorlice,
while the local Ruthenian workers only find employment as common day
laborers.” He attributed this preference to the “unreliability of the local
workers in terms of showing up for their shifts,” exacerbated by the fact
that Ruthenians’ observance of numerous Greek Catholic holidays would
force the drilling work to suffer from many unwarranted delays.74 The
prejudice of employers, most of whom were Polish speakers, may have
also contributed to this favoritism. Jews found employment as the tre-
mendously unpopular overseers and foremen and also as unskilled la-
borers in the wax industry. Impoverished Jews worked as wax washers
(who washed the waxy earth in cold water by stirring it with long pieces
of wood and then collected the wax pieces as they floated up to the water’s
surface), wax sifters (mostly women and children, who picked the wax
apart from the stones and chunks of earth in which it was embedded),
stone carriers (who carried away the discarded rock after any last rem-
nants of wax had been removed by the wax sifters), and other unskilled
positions on the surface.75 Some Jews worked belowground in the wax
mines, but they were outnumbered by a larger minority of Roman Cath-
olic workers and a majority of Greek Catholic workers. Unskilled Ruthe-
nians worked in the mines as face workers and aboveground at the wind-
lass.76

Contemporary stereotypes of Jewish, Polish and Ruthenian workers
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were ruthlessly consistent. The existence of Jewish laborers was rarely
acknowledged in contemporary sources that presented a stereotypical
image of Jews as foremen, small business owners, and tavern-keepers.
While the chief mining inspector, Johann Holobek, described skilled Poles
as “diligent and sober,” he called unskilled Ruthenians disrespectful, un-
reliable, lazy and “boundlessly unstable.” He complained, “The east Ga-
lician [Ruthenian] worker is undisciplined and comes to work when it
pleases him. Indeed, there are cases when he will ride down into the pit,
work half a shift, and then go away: he has earned the necessary pocket
money for his tobacco and thus satisfied his needs for a week.” The
mining inspector believed that he knew what caused this lack of ambition:
“The main cause of this phenomenon lies in the worker’s lack of material
needs. When a worker is accustomed to eating meat, then he works more
diligently and comes to work more regularly.” This same reasoning, he
continued, had led one Galician industrialist to try to accustom his
workers to eating meat: “he provided them with meat at a loss, but the
result of this action was nothing more than a complaint by the local
priest, who accused the mine manager of demoralization because the
peasants no longer observed the strict fast days. Ruthenian peasants are
namely not permitted to eat meat for at least twenty weeks out of the
year, not including Sundays and holidays.” To the mining inspector, this
was no joke. The absence of meat in the Ruthenian peasants’ diet had
pernicious effects: “Naturally a diet composed primarily from potatoes is
insufficient and the peasant lacks the strength required for strenuous
work. This partially explains the laziness of Ruthenian workers, who work
only intermittently because they have no strength for intensive, contin-
uous work and seek fortification in schnapps, but not in strengthening
foodstuffs.”77 There was little expectation that these peasants would find
much common cause with the highly skilled and highly paid Roman
Catholic workers from the west.

The absence of organized strike activity did not mean the absence of
what contemporary officials liked to call “excesses,” although these looked
nothing like the model described in Franko’s Boryslav Is Laughing. There
were fights, skirmishes, and pogroms, all of which led to work stoppages,
but none of which had class-oriented, or even work-oriented, motives.
Instead, these conflicts revealed deep confessional divisions. The most
notorious cases were the “Borysław wars” of the summer of 1884 and the
Schodnica pogrom at Pentecost in 1897. These excesses show that like
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the coal and iron workers of the Donbass-Dnieper basin, where “worker
anti-Semitism played a major role in the evolution of the labor move-
ment,”78 oil workers were more than willing to engage in violent collective
action against “outsiders” deemed to be their enemies.

The so-called Borysław wars of July 1884 were marked by anti-
Semitism rather than any articulated economic concerns. At the time,
wax extraction in Borysław was dominated by two companies, the Com-
pagnie Commerciale Française in Wolanka and the mines owned by the
Galician Credit Bank, which had started to buy up the properties of
smaller companies in the early 1880s, in Borysław proper. But there were
still scores of smaller wax companies, most of them owned by Jews. While
most companies were managed by Jews, the French company stood alone
in employing mostly Christian workers. Jewish overseers were responsible
for distributing workers’ wages; to make extra money, they were also often
involved in the provision (at a profit) of food and drink. This led to a
complicated network of debts and loans that caused frequent skirmishes
on payday. Such a skirmish could lead to broader conflict, as it did in
the summer of 1884. In the late evening of 19 July, a fight broke out
between a Jewish overseer and a Ruthenian wax miner who refused to
pay a debt that he owed. When the Ruthenian’s colleagues from the
French company joined in, the fight escalated, and only police interfer-
ence was able to restore order. The following day, the French company’s
wax workers attacked Jewish homes in Wolanka (a Borysław suburb),
broke down doors, destroyed furniture, and attacked the local Jewish
synagogue. Police arrived on the scene, only to find several thousand
Jewish workers retaliating with an attack on the barracks of the Christian
workers.79 There is little chance that the conflict was caused by a displace-
ment of occupational or class-based tensions, because neither group con-
tained tavern keepers, landlords, or overseers; everyone involved was a
wax worker. These wax workers’ allegiances did not manifest themselves
in class categories. Rather, their principal identity, and the one they were
willing to defend with violence, was religious.

In John-Paul Himka’s has subtle interpretation, the 1884 Borysław wars
reveal that workers were motivated not only by “ethnic/religious” iden-
tities, but also by a sense of “corporate allegiance,” which he argues was
demonstrated by the undercurrent of competition between the Jewish and
Ruthenian workers’ employers.80 But the “corporations” were themselves
ascribed “national” identities. The Compagnie Commerciale Française,
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which employed the Christian workers in Wolanka, and the Galician
Credit Bank were both relative newcomers to the wax industry, and their
more modern enterprises threatened to drive the smaller, largely Jewish-
run companies that preceded them out of business.81 The Compagnie
Commerciale Française and the Galician Credit Bank were both praised
by inspectors for introducing more modern mining techniques, paying
their wax workers reliably and regularly, and building barracks to house
those workers whose homes were too distant to allow a daily commute.
They were lauded by government inspectors for their fair treatment of
laborers, who worked underground shifts of eight hours each (compared
with the industry standard of twelve), followed by a minimum of two
shifts’ rest.82 Smaller companies could not afford to take any of these
measures. Larger companies’ greater capital meant that they could run
their businesses more efficiently, to the benefit of the land, workers, and
the industry in general. Although Polish industrialists and politicians la-
mented the excessive influence of foreign capital, the Catholic workers
themselves seemed to feel more common cause with a French company
identified as Catholic than with a Jewish neighbor. An analysis of the
types of victims targeted during the riots suggests that it was primarily
the religious identities of the workers that defined the conflict.

A second and more serious conflict had an equally overt religious basis.
After the discovery of the gusher Jakób, the number of oil workers in the
sleepy village of Schodnica quickly jumped to over three thousand. Most
of them were young bachelors who had recently moved to the east from
western Galicia, where oil fields were gradually becoming exhausted. If
work was readily available in Schodnica, many of life’s basic necessities
were not. Although employment was available in Schodnica and wages
for skilled workers were generous, workers were faced with a dramatic
housing shortage and outrageous food prices. Interest in drilling in
Schodnica was so high that the entire region had been leased to oil pros-
pectors, leaving no room for the construction of private housing for in-
coming workers employed by smaller companies without barracks. When
a riot broke out in May 1897, socialists believed that it had been caused
by worker frustration with exploitative food prices on the part of the
mostly Jewish innkeepers, who, it was argued, were the relatives and cro-
nies of the employers in Schodnica.83 This is further evidence that Jews
in Galicia, as elsewhere in Austria, found themselves victims of both cap-
italism and its critics. In an age in which “the Capitalist” was a universally
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reviled figure, Jews of all economic backgrounds and occupations could
not shake their association in the popular imagination with capital. That
anti-Semitism, mixed with resentment of the economic role played by
small Jewish businessmen, was pervasive throughout the empire is beyond
dispute; as Robert Wistrich has commented, “the combination of delayed
modernization, an anachronistic class structure, the dynamism of Jewish
capital and the bewildering whirlpool of nationality conflicts was to give
it [anti-Semitism] deadly effect.”84 In the words of another historian, pop-
ular Viennese anti-Semitism combined “economic protest and racial ha-
tred, rationalist opportunism and irrationalist anxiety.”85

While socialists considered anti-Semitism abhorrent, they, too, main-
tained an inconsistent attitude toward Austria’s “Jewish problem.” At the
same time that they defended Jews against attacks from Karl Lueger’s
Christian Social Party, they attacked the latter and the “Christian capi-
talists” that made up its constituency as “Judaized.”86 According to Victor
Adler, “The workers of Austria want neither ‘Jewish’ nor ‘Christian’ ex-
ploitation and will not allow themselves to be used as a battering-ram
either for or against the Jews.”87 Austrian socialists were unwilling or
unable to distinguish between an attack on Jews as Semites and one on
Jews as agents of worker exploitation. Thus, instead of condemning the
attack on Jews in Schodnica, they condemned the Jewish role as mid-
dlemen, repeating generalizations about Schutzjuden who served the in-
terest of the ruling class by exploiting the workers: “As agents of the
Schlachta, who sublet their rights as leaseholders of the liquor monopoly
to Jewish innkeepers, the latter were inevitably among the first targets of
popular wrath and bitterness.”88

At first glance, it would appear plausible that religious and economic
tensions overlapped in the case of Christian violence directed against Jews.
In 1900, there were 811,371 Jews in Galicia (approximately 11 percent of
the total population), according to the official census.89 Many of those
Jews (29.4 percent) were indeed merchants, dealers, shopkeepers, and
brokers. If innkeepers (in 1900 there were over 22,981 Jewish tavern
keepers in Galicia, and another 50,000 Jews whose living depended on
them) and other small businessmen listed under industry and trade are
added, the total rises to 37 percent.90 Nevertheless, socialists’ claims that
Jews were targeted only by occupation rather than by religion are not
convincing. While innkeepers in Germany were disproportionately rep-
resented in the membership polls of the Social Democratic Party (ac-
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counting for 5.5 percent of party members in Munich in 1906 and half
of all nonproletarian members of the Hamburg SDP, for example),91 in
Galicia they were reviled as the workers’ bitter enemy—not because they
sold liquor, but because they were Jews. As the Borysław wars of 1884
revealed, even Jews who were themselves workers were not immune to
attacks and were associated with the hated foremen, middlemen and inn-
keepers, not with the Christian workers. Whatever their motives were, oil
workers expressed their dissatisfaction in a manner that made all Jews,
regardless of occupation, age, or sex, victims of their anger.

The May 1897 riot in Schodnica passed largely without incident, but
the oil workers’ anger continued to fester. At Pentecost (two weeks after
the original incident), that anger led to a pogrom in which a mob of over
six hundred oil workers beat up a Jewish tavern keeper, attacked Jewish
homes, broke window panes and doors, destroyed furniture (smashing
chairs and tables, breaking mirrors, and removing pillars from beds),
sliced through pillows and featherbeds, scattering the feathers on the
street, and terrorized Jewish residents of the town, who either “ran into
the woods or hid in their cellars and attics.” In the pogrom’s vilest mo-
ment, a young mother was hit so violently that she broke her arm and
dropped her baby, who subsequently died from the injury. Five other
Jews were wounded during the plundering, thirty houses were destroyed,
and property damages were estimated at 3,300 florins (6,600 crowns).
One of the rioters, Stanisław Kokulski, was killed by gendarmes in an
attempt to gain control over the situation; forty-two other workers were
arrested.92

After the riot was over, socialists feebly attempted to defend the
workers who had shown themselves in such an unfavorable light. Accu-
sations that several of the employers had incited their workers to attack
Jews were published in the Arbeiterzeitung and subsequently investigated
by the authorities, who did not, however, give them any credence.93 In
this case, it was government officials, not liberals or socialists, who de-
fended the Jewish victims of the pogrom. In his report on the pogrom
to the Galician viceroy, Drohobycz Chief District Magistrate Napadiewicz
noted that there were frequent skirmishes between young Jewish men and
the oil workers, most of whom were Polish speakers filled with “racial
hatred” of Jews. This could not be explained by exploitation of the
workers by the Jews, however, for there was none.94 He asserted that every
worker was housed by his employer and took his food either from ac-
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quaintances or in one of the Catholic snack bars. Although workers did
come into contact with Jews when they were buying wares from local
stores, the prices were fixed, standard, and reasonable. Drawing on his
own impression as well as information given to him by his colleague,
Schodnica’s Magistrate Switalski, Napadiewiz concluded that oil workers,
young men without the stability offered by wives or families, were nat-
urally aggressive and prone to fights, especially when they were agitated
by alcohol. Their favorable economic situation was an additional irritant:
“the workers are generally very well paid and lack anything else to do on
Sundays and holidays besides visiting bars, as there is a particular lack of
religious observance (although the church has already been constructed,
no priest has been engaged yet).”95 All of these factors, Napadiewicz con-
tinued, made workers vulnerable to certain local agitators, who could
easily transform a drunken crowd into a belligerent, anti-Semitic mob.
To the extent that the workers did indeed believe that the Jewish shop
owners and innkeepers were exploiting them as a class, one could claim
that there was an economic element to this disturbance. Nevertheless, to
describe it as a strike rather than as a pogrom would be wrong.

That the pogroms and disturbances of the nineteenth century existed
on a continuum with the more overtly economically oriented strikes of
the early twentieth century is demonstrated by a transitional event that
occurred in 1900. That was the first year in which the superintendent of
mines noted what he chose to call a “strike” among oil workers.96 This
strike still bore the hallmarks of the earlier pogroms; its precipitating
cause was not economic in nature, but rather a limit imposed on the
consumption of spirits.97 As the mining inspector, the factory inspector,
and numerous visitors to the oil basin had noted, alcohol formed a central
component of the daily caloric intake of most oil and wax workers. In
reports on the 1897 strike, their drunkenness was blamed for their pro-
pensity to violence. Ivan Franko’s short stories blame alcohol consump-
tion for the inability of even the best-intentioned miners to save the
money they earned in the mines, making a return to their villages less
and less likely as they fell further into debt.98 The shortage of housing,
which drove many workers and their families to seek nightly refuge on
or under benches in local taverns, can only have exacerbated the tendency
to turn to drink. Alcoholism among workers was also a perennial com-
plaint of well-minded reformers in the Donbass mining region and led
to unsuccessful attempts to set up temperance societies and limit the sales
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of alcohol. But in neither region did the workers themselves see alcohol
as their enemy. When socialists in the Donbass region attempted to close
liquor stores during a general strike in October 1905 in order to focus
worker attention on political and economic demands and to prevent
counterproductive violence, they were surprised to find that “most of the
workers at the depot were hostile” toward them.99 Likewise, workers in
Borysław were quick to defend their right to drink and get drunk without
extending their protests to any other demands. In the case of the 1900
“strike,” the work stoppage lasted two days before the workers returned
to the mines unconditionally. The superintendent of mines himself con-
cluded that the strike was actually nothing more than a demonstration
in support of the right to drink.100 Nevertheless, workers had explicitly
chosen a work stoppage instead of a riot or pogrom to express their
dissatisfaction.

In 1901, wax workers went on strike on three different occasions. The
first and third strikes lasted only a few days, but a strike that started on
7 June 1901 became more serious. Tadeusz Bobrzyński, the chief district
magistrate for the Drohobycz district (which included Borysław), was
greeted at nine in the morning with a telegram from Borysław notifying
him that 500 workers from the Joint-Stock Company for the Oil and Wax
Industry in Borysław (a subsidiary of the Viennese Länderbank) had gone
on strike. By half past five that evening, workers from the wax mines of
the Galician Credit Bank had joined in, and the number of striking
workers had exploded to 1,626. At first there was general confusion about
what the striking workers’ demands were; rumors spread about motives
and causes, all of which were discounted by Bobrzyński, who said that
they were unsubstantiated. As far as he could tell, the workers had no
legitimate grounds for a strike, but were merely responding to socialist
agitation from the notorious social democrat Semyon Vityk.101

By Sunday, 9 June 1901, the workers were already getting restless and
ready to return to work. A week later, on Sunday, 16 June, Ignacy Dasz-
yński, the leader of the Polish socialists in the imperial Parliament, was
able to convince the Länderbank to receive a workers’ delegation sent to
its offices in Vienna. Daszyński’s involvement reveals the high profile of
the strike. He was the undisputed leader of Polish socialism in Austria,
was known to be an exceptionally gifted orator, and had many demands
on his time and attention, because his interpolation was requested by
Poles in Prussian and Russian Poland as well as those in Galicia.102 Al-
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though the Länderbank refused to raise wages, it was willing to meet the
workers’ other demands: it would speed up the process of transporting
the workers from the pits to the surface at the beginning and end of their
shifts, thus lowering the shift length; it would pay the workers every week;
it would cease automatically deducting from workers’ pay a mandatory
contribution to the construction of a local church; it would build apart-
ments for the workers; and it would grant all strikers an amnesty and
agree to rehire them once an agreement had been finalized. Subsequently,
the management of the Galician Credit Bank’s mines assented to the same
conditions, and on Monday, 17 June, the workers returned to the
mines.103

When everything was said and done, work had stopped for eight days,
one water pump had been attacked, leaving a turbine and the pipes
leading from the turbine to the mines damaged, several alleged strike-
breakers had been beaten, and a handful of workers had been arrested.104

Any serious or irreparable damage had been averted, along with any im-
mediate or substantial reform. The wax workers’ strike had remained
local, spreading neither beyond Borysław nor even to local oil workers.
But this strike was merely a prelude to the period of tension between
workers and employers that was just beginning. Strikes became a frequent
part of the annual schedule—occurring almost always in the summertime,
when labor was relatively scarce105—throughout the last decade before the
First World War.

What had changed? Conditions had improved in some respects and
worsened in others. Improvements came from individual companies,
mostly large companies with foreign backing, that instituted policies that
were in line with government regulations: they built housing for their
workers and heightened safety precautions. But despite better conditions
for some, the numbers of workers enduring miserable conditions con-
tinued to rise. This was caused in part by a dramatic increase in the
number of oil companies in Borysław and the surrounding area after
MacGarvey introduced serious oil exploration to the region in the mid-
1890s. At the same time that the local oil industry found new life, the
wax industry was finally forced to undergo a massive reconfiguration.
After years of mounting pressure from mining experts, the Ministry of
Agriculture pushed through new regulations mandating that wax com-
panies use a central-shaft system instead of the multiple-shaft system that
had been characteristic of the region, a change only feasible for the largest
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extraction companies. In only two years after the government’s an-
nouncement of the new law in 1898, the number of operating wax mines
in Borysław dropped from thirty to five. Accompanying the smaller com-
panies’ forced closure was an equally dramatic reduction in the number
of workers employed in the wax industry. In 1898, there were 4,894 wax
workers in Borysław, but in 1900 only 1,924, a drop that appears to have
left the workforce trim, committed to industry over agriculture, and rad-
icalized.

Knowing that the forced company closures would mean massive layoffs
and anticipating that those layoffs would create a large body of disgrun-
tled and idle young men, a committee of Borysław entrepreneurs and
government officials met in September 1899 to determine how to remove
any danger these workers might pose to public order (and, presumably,
company profits). Under the presidency of Prince Adam Sapieha,106 they
determined to set up a labor office to find new jobs for those former
miners who had worked full-time in the wax industry and to pay for
their relocation.107 Funding for this venture would be provided by the
two largest wax companies in Borysław, the Compagnie Commerciale
Française and the Galician Credit Bank, as well as institutions and offices
representing every level of authority within the empire, from the most
local through the highest provincial authority, and both regional and na-
tional representatives of the imperial state itself (the poor fund of the
local community council, the District Court in Drohobycz, the Provincial
Sejm, the Galician Viceroy’s office, and the Imperial Ministry of Agri-
culture).108

For the employers, these layoffs provided a golden opportunity. They
could choose which workers they would let go, and according to the
mining inspector, the majority of those laid off were “unreliable workers
who engage in mining work only as a side job and include those elements
known in Borysław for their disinclination to work and a tendency toward
alcohol, and whose removal has always served in the interest of the suc-
cessful development of the wax mining industry, as well as the economic
and moral improvement of the workforce.”109 To further demonstrate that
the absence of the fired wax workers would bring regularity and discipline
to Borysław, the mining inspector pointed out that of all the workers
employed by the Galician Credit Bank in one week, only 5 percent worked
the full six shifts permissible by law, 12 percent worked five shifts, 13
percent worked four shifts, 12 percent worked three shifts, 19 percent
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worked two shifts, and 39 percent worked only one shift. At the smaller
companies, the ratio of regular to casual workers was even less favor-
able.110 As for the fates of these workers once they were fired, the majority
returned to their hometowns, “in which they most often possessed small
properties,” or were otherwise employed as agricultural day laborers. The
willingness with which workers took advantage of free rail passage to
other towns and villages resulted in a worker shortage in Borysław by the
summer of 1899 as rumors of impending layoffs spread. Over 500 workers
and 300 dependents were placed in other jobs, and over 350 families of
Jewish foremen and workers were sent by ship to America, sponsored by
a local committee and external Jewish Support Societies.111

Weeding out the unreliable and inconstant workers was considered a
great victory by employers and local officials alike, but it also appears to
have had unintended consequences. In the years from 1901 to 1911, the
majority of strikes in the oil basin were started not by skilled oil workers,
but by wax workers, the same group that had formerly been considered
so indolent. Three wax strikes in 1901, two wax strikes in 1902, two wax
strikes in 1904, two wax strikes in 1906, one wax strike in 1907, three
wax strikes in 1909, three wax strikes in 1910, and one wax strike in 1911
added up to a total of seventeen wax strikes, compared with only five
among oil workers (two in 1904, two in 1907, and one in 1910).112 It is
possible that the reshaping of the wax industry’s workforce removed one
of the main obstacles to strike activity: an absence of commitment to
mining as the miners’ main source of income. With those workers who
had alternate sources of income gone, Borysław was left with wax workers
who, though unskilled, were absolutely dependent on earning a living in
the wax mines. These workers could be relied on to show up for six shifts
a week because they had nowhere else to go. Indeed, during work stop-
pages throughout the first decade of the twentieth century, most workers
stayed in town and tried to interfere with the continued operation of
their mines, rather than abandoning Borysław for some other home.

Calculating the total number of workers in Galicia can only mislead
historians hoping to explain the long absence of strikes and then their
general lack of success. To understand the nature of Galician social struc-
ture and the importance of a proletariat within it, one cannot merely
divide the number of workers in industry by the number of adults in the
province. On the one hand, as we have seen, official figures underesti-
mated the numbers of workers. On the other, workers’ behavior and
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identities did not always reflect their official occupational categories. Un-
derstanding or predicting the behavior of Galicia’s oil workers without
considering the effects of internal migration and the liminal quality of
their identities is as impossible for historians today as it was for socialists
then. We have already seen that for decades, Galicia’s so-called industrial
workforce was less likely to engage in strikes or proletarian behavior than
artisans and peasants. Even when socialist agitators were able to rally
support for strikes (after decades of propaganda falling on deaf ears),
their interests were not always those of the men whom they claimed to
represent. The workers themselves wanted clean housing, cheap food, and
liberation from the oppressively expensive and worthless fraternal asso-
ciations that they loathed. Socialists clamored for the eight-hour workday,
higher wages, and universal manhood suffrage.113 Neither group seemed
to make much progress in forcing the employers’ hand.

Nevertheless, conservative or apathetic workers do not provide the only
explanation for the initial absence of strikes and their failure when they
did occur. On the contrary, external conditions that had nothing to do
with worker consciousness or lack thereof made the chances of successful
strike activity slim indeed. Some of these related to forces outside human
control: fluctuations in oil production, oil prices, and therefore the very
desirability (from the employers’ perspective) of quickly ending a work
stoppage. Others testify to the power of Galician elites to rally the pro-
vincial and imperial government to their assistance. Many who had Po-
land’s interests at heart were convinced that it was the victim of Austria’s
pseudocolonial aspirations. Ignacy Daszyński insisted that the province
was “treated by the Austrian government like a colony that provided raw
materials and food and was forced to buy manufactured products of
the Austrian western provinces.”114 This was not just the self-interested
opinion of Galicians; Kelles-Krauz thought that suppressing Galician in-
dustry was fundamental to the very essence of the Habsburg monarchy:
“Multinational empires do not in practice seek to ‘organically incorporate’
their various national regions. The dominant nationality will develop its
industry at the expense of others. Industry in the Congress Kingdom is
discriminated against within the Russian Empire; Galicia is kept in a state
of backwardness by Vienna. These regions will remain vulnerable so long
as they lack a national government to protect them and a national market
to serve.”115 Regardless of the fundamental obstacles laid by the economic
policy of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, the imperial government be-
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lieved that by strongly supporting oil industrialists’ attempts to put down
strikes it was providing critical assistance to the industry itself.

Elite responses to strikes showed the strained loyalties of company
owners, managers, inspectors, local government officials, and parliamen-
tarians. That Galicians wrestled with different national, religious, and
state-oriented identities is well known. But how did these different private
identities mesh with their occupational identities? By examining responses
to strikes, various conferences, committees, and associations formed to
deal with the crisis of overproduction and price collapse, one can uncover
some of the positions that characterized this period.
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5

Oil City

The Epidemic of Overproduction

From the 1870s to the middle of the 1890s, Galician producers’ greatest
problem had been discerning where oil could be found. Landowners with
the means to do so paid geologists and scouts to improve their chances
of choosing the most promising locations for their slow and expensive
downward exploration. After the initial opening of the oil fields of
Borysław in 1894, the explosion of Jakób onto the fields of eastern Galicia
and the newspapers of Europe in 1895, and then, in 1906 and 1907, the
discovery of eruptive new wells such as Wilno and Oil City in the
Borysław suburb of Tustanowice, all this changed.
Galicia’s most famous well, Oil City, produced over one hundred thou-

sand tons of oil in 1908.1 The Borysław basin was so rich in oil that it
quickly became responsible for almost all of the province’s impressive
growth in production. In 1904, Borysław alone accounted for two-thirds
of total Galician production and surpassed the entire demand of the
Austro-Hungarian Empire, leading one geology professor to proclaim, “A
veritable flood of petroleum pours out of local oil wells.”2 With the
opening of these new oil fields, the challenge facing producers collectively
was no longer to increase production, but rather to find new consumers
for the sudden wealth of crude oil exploding onto the market. Domestic
demand, far behind German rates, could not keep up with burgeoning
supply. From 1901 to 1909, Austrian consumption rose modestly from
4.9 to 5.9 kilograms per capita annually, whereas it had already reached
18 kilograms per capita in neighboring Germany.3 The principal use for
petroleum was still as kerosene, and although it remained the only
lighting source for most Europeans, the gradual spread of electric lighting
in Europe’s larger cities presented a new problem. True, gas and electricity
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were still considered “luxury lighting,” reserved for the very wealthy, but
how long could that situation be expected to last? Forward-looking pro-
ducers recognized that the potential for growth in the demand for ker-
osene was limited, and that this outlet for oil might even dry up.4 Given
the anticipated impossibility of wooing more domestic consumers of their
traditional product, whom could producers convince to use (and pay for)
this oil? And at what price could this now bountiful commodity be sold?
In the face of a devastating price collapse, producers recognized the need
to gain foreign markets in addition to securing sole control over the
domestic (imperial) market. Over the two decades from 1895 to the out-
break of the First World War, Galicia’s producers adapted to their new
circumstances quickly and adeptly, recruiting in the process a powerful
ally—the imperial government.
Overproduction was very much a result of human decisions. For de-

cades, oilmen’s challenge had been the deciphering of mysterious natural
laws governing the creation and concealment of oil deposits. Even the
most experienced oilmen were forced to admit, along with the ill-fated
Szczepanowski, that the earlier belief that “one could predict a success in
deep drilling” was “only an illusion,” since “when it comes to discovering
oil territory, the rule is, as it turned out, there are no rules.”5 Geologists
who thought that they could designate drilling points “so precisely
marked by nature that . . . there can be no possibility of the prospecting’s
failure” had to concede that “in questions of geology, one cannot rule
out the possibility of mistake.”6 No amount of inspection by expert ge-
ologists, carefully examining the earth for signs of Oligocene and Eocene
deposits—proven by the experience of Schodnica to be the most pro-
ductive sources of petroleum in the Carpathian region—could ensure that
oil would be found below any particular spot on the surface.
Nature did not bestow its gift of oil evenly, and human effort expended

to find it was not reliably rewarded.7 As Wolski explained, one of the
defining characteristics of the oil industry was that “it is not possible to
reduce or increase production arbitrarily; rather, a series of circumstances
of legal, economic, and technical nature combine to give production the
stamp of an elemental force.”8 These circumstances made investing in oil
no different than gambling—and the stakes were very high. The danger
was well known to the province’s political elites, who recognized the perils
of financial volatility inherent in the industry. Michał Bobrzyński (Gali-
cian viceroy from 1908 to 1913), even as he called petroleum a “great
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source of our country’s wealth,” noted in his memoirs the risks involved:
“the capital laxly invested in petroleum production was like a sort of
game, in which a lucky few became rich, while the majority lost its sav-
ings. Every trend in the market, every stock speculation whose subject
was oil, was reflected in the petroleum industry and affected its partici-
pants.”9 Whether one man found oil or not was a matter of chance;
whether oil was to be reached below a particular search point had been
determined long before humans could affect the environment around
them.
Nevertheless, while the discovery of oil may have been based on luck

at an individual level and did indeed lead to many personal disasters and
company bankruptcies (Szczepanowski being, again, a case in point), on
a larger scale, human influence played a more decisive role. If we are
concerned not with who extracted the oil, but rather how much oil was
extracted and how quickly, the story is different. Total rates of extraction
and overall Galician production were very much determined by human
influence. Overproduction (and early depletion) can be prevented by
evenly spacing wells and by drilling slowly and at a regular rate—that is,
by measures directly opposed to the unrestrained development that char-
acterized the Galician (and the Pennsylvanian) oil industries. The “series
of circumstances” to which Wolski referred—law, technology, and
economy—are all factors determined by human society. The legal debate
over ownership of mineral rights was won by those who favored dispersed
control by landowners, thereby ensuring that production would be spread
out over many small businesses. Technological advances were imported
by a few ambitious individuals from as far away as Canada and gradually
(with adaptations to local geological conditions that were themselves
made possible by human ingenuity) came to predominate in native in-
dustry. As for the economy, poor Galicia lacked the infrastructure to ease
overproduction (e.g., storage facilities in the province or pipelines out of
it) because men had not chosen to erect it; and it was politicians who
created the freight costs that hindered export.10

Although one industry expert, estimating that Galicia had produced
over six million tons of petroleum between 1855 and 1904, argued that
there was good cause to believe that the wealth of oil that remained in
Galicia was truly limitless,11 overproduction was not caused by an un-
controllable increase in the amount of oil forcing itself to the surface. On
the contrary, it was caused by factors that reflected the structure of Ga-
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lician, Austrian, and European society, politics, and economics and had
little to do with natural “givens.” Too many companies too concerned
with their own immediate gain were working with tools too efficient and
productive to unearth as much oil as they could, flooding the market (as
well as local rivers) and causing a price collapse that threatened the live-
lihood of all. In a conference called to discuss the “crisis in the mineral
oil industry” in the Vienna Chamber of Commerce in November 1910,
the empire’s leading oil experts (including Galician producers and Vien-
nese refiners) met to discuss its causes and remedies. They did not blame
nature for this crisis: they knew very well that its causes lay with their
own practices (or at least those of their selfish neighbors).
What had caused the problem of overproduction? First, new technol-

ogies made it possible to reach oil at previously unreachable depths and
record speeds. Second, the increasing number of companies involved sty-
mied attempts to organize producers in a cartel with effectively enforced
price controls. Rockefeller was a household name, oil was a household
item, and investing in it came to be a common gamble for Europeans far
beyond Galicia’s borders. These eager investors provided all the funding
necessary to support a plethora of small, speculative companies in addi-
tion to an increasing number of larger companies. Unlike the U.S. oil
industry, which was controlled by a Standard Oil monopoly, and the
Russian industry, where Nobel and the Rothschilds had a firm grip on
production, refining, marketing, and export,12 neither monopolies nor
cartels could be successfully established in Galicia. The Galician refining
branch was hardly more organized than that of production. In 1910, there
were forty-nine petroleum refineries in Galicia, sixteen of which produced
less than one hundred tons of refined petroleum a year and thirteen of
which produced over one thousand tons of refined petroleum a year.13

Before the First World War, 45 percent of Galician crude was refined in
Galicia, but 32 percent was refined in other Austrian provinces and an-
other 20 percent in Hungary.14 Repeated attempts to form cartels both
among oil producers and refiners in Austria-Hungary met with no lasting
success. On the contrary, the Galician oil industry was characterized by
the participation of dozens of large companies and scores of small ones.
Viceregal Councilor Piwocki estimated in 1904 that there were twenty-
four large production companies and seventy small companies in
Borysław alone.15

Small local companies tried to solicit foreign investment with promises
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of immense riches and comparisons to the now world-famous fields of
Borysław. The Crédit Lyonnais, for example, was repeatedly approached
with requests to fund new companies that would acquire petroleum hold-
ings in Galicia.16 The bank’s analysts demonstrated that because of the
high price of Galician refined petroleum in export markets, it was not in
their interest to invest in Galician oil. Smaller investors, however, were
often willing to take greater risks and were the principal target of start-
up companies’ fundraising attempts. Notices advertising available stock
in new companies appeared regularly in foreign newspapers like the
Times, and new companies typically produced promotional materials. Im-
mediately after founding the new joint-stock company Niebyłów in 1904,
for example, its board published a publicity brochure in German, Polish,
and English in order to attract interest in this “prominent new petroleum
and ozokerit [sic] district in Eastern Galicia,” complete with an expert
opinion provided by Professor Dr. Rudolf Zuber (a well-known petro-
leum expert) and certificates from the president of the Imperial-Royal
State Board of Mines. Dr. Zuber’s recommendation asserted that since
Niebyłów “showes in every respect a complete analogy with the rich Oilfields
of Borysław . . . I must declare it to be specialy adapted for petroleum deep-
borings and excedingly promising.”17 Comparisons with Borysław had by
that time become commonplace and reflected the authors’ hope that their
Niebyłów property would prove to be not only as rich in oil, but also as
popular among investors as Borysław itself. As MacGarvey pointed out
during the 1910 oil crisis conference, there had been an influx of foreign
capital into the Borysław basin: “Money flowed into the business from
all sides, from waiters, laundry maids, civil servants and various other
people. A few were lucky, but many lost their money, and it is again a
misfortune that foreign money came into an industry from people who
understood nothing about it.”18 Foreign interest had led to an increase
in the number of companies speculating in oil, companies that, when
they did get lucky, could not be convinced to limit their own production
for the general benefit of all. Despite the attempts of large companies
to buy out their competitors, the number of oil companies in Galicia
continued to grow throughout this period, from 95 in 1898 to 310 in
1909.19

While they may have primarily been concerned with the sheer number
of competitors, older Galician companies preferred to express their dis-
tress in national terms, lamenting the influence of foreign capital. (It is
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critical to remember that in this context, “foreign” meant “not Galician”;
companies with headquarters in Vienna were considered—by Galicians,
but not by the imperial authorities—just as foreign as those in London
or Brussels.) Despite the concerns of Galician oilmen, in the absence of
significant sources of Galician capital interested in the oil industry,
nothing could be done to prevent the influx of foreign capital. Those who
favored Polish control had to admit that not enough domestic elites were
interested in investing in industry to the required degree. This reproach
was not unique to the oil industry. One commentator on the gentry’s
spending habits pointed to the effects of the provincial government’s pur-
chase in 1889 of the rights to distill and distribute alcohol (so-called
propination), previously a noble privilege. The government compensated
the province’s nobility for these rights with 124 million Austrian crowns,
but in the hands of the nobility, this money did not trickle down to the
province’s other residents: “In every other country such sudden wealth
would be used to establish new railroads and industrial enterprises. Not
so in Galicia. The millions that had snowed in on us disappeared in a
few years, without bringing the country the desired advantages. . . . What
was not simply squandered was used to buy new property.”20

There were, of course, exceptions. The Lubomirski family, one of Po-
land’s finest, for example, showed an early interest in petroleum. Count
Andrzej Lubomirski (1862–1935) acquired new properties specifically in
order to use them for oil exploitation, most profitably in Iwonicz, and
encouraged his friends in Galicia and in Paris to do the same.21 Lubom-
irski was perhaps unusual in the degree of his political and economic
engagement: he was a member of the Austrian House of Lords, a rep-
resentative in the Galician Sejm, a delegate to the Austrian Parliament,
the curator of the Ossolineum in Lviv, and the president of the Polish
Industrial Aid League. Because he was one of the leading members of the
social and political elite, his investments served to demonstrate that oil
investments were not always below the attention of the province’s nobility.
In addition, many noblemen and noblewomen profited from percentages
of gross profits to which they were contractually entitled when they al-
lowed oilmen to extract on their land. Most of the province’s prominent
families, including the Sheptyts’kyis, Potockis, Gorayskis, Zamoyskis, and
many others, were involved in the oil industry. In most cases, however,
the nobility’s principal interest remained tied to their agricultural exploits,
and they did not invest large sums of money in the oil industry. Thus
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the most significant source of large capital appeared to be foreign inves-
tors.
Not everyone agreed that foreign investment was pernicious. Wolski,

whose patriotism was beyond reproach, claimed that it was not the pass-
port of the investor, but the size of the investment that mattered. If
foreign investment in Galician oil had brought no good, then it was “not
because the capital is foreign, but rather because it is small.”22 Many small
investments led to uncontrollable land speculation, speculative drillings,
and parcellation. “It is exactly because we are capital-poor that we have
drilled so insanely. We drilled because we had to drill, because it is a
necessary consequence of small capital. If large Austrian capital does not
want to come to us, if it restricts itself singularly to the refineries and
represents their needs, then we must turn to foreign capital.”23

In a province as poor as Galicia, few could deny that increased invest-
ment, whatever the source, would be beneficial. Even so, there were at-
tempts to distinguish between good companies and bad companies, and
the subject of debate became where to draw the line between the two.
The natural and man-made disasters that characterized the industry were
blamed on small producers and small companies that did not have the
capital to invest in modern equipment, efficient extraction methods, or
adequate housing and facilities for their employees. Large companies
(such as the Compagnie Commerciale Française in Borysław) and the
reforms they could afford to introduce had been welcomed in the early
years of oil and wax extraction. From 1892 to 1896, for example, the
Compagnie Commerciale Française and the Galician Credit Bank had a
fatality rate of 1.82 per 100 workers, while their smaller competitors’ rate
was 4.16 fatal accidents per 100 workers.24 It was the size of these com-
panies that attracted attention, not the nationalities of the members of
their boards.
At the turn of the century, however, the debate began to change. At-

tracting capital was no longer enough. There was plenty of investor in-
terest, but what kind of influence would these new investors have? Pro-
ducers and government officials alike worried that it would not be purely
beneficial. At the same time that large foreign companies were com-
mended for the advantages they brought, there were concerns lest Gali-
cian industry come to be dominated by foreigners. By the beginning of
the twentieth century, references to foreign control of Galician oil had
become commonplace. The newspaper organ of the GLPV warned in
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1901 that “most of the companies [in Borysław] are foreign: German,
English, American, Belgian, Dutch, Hungarian, and French. There are
only four domestic companies; this is in any case a sad sign of the lack
of entrepreneurial spirit, capital, or good will among us at home.”25 For
all their differences, Polish magnate Count Andrzej Potocki and Polish
socialist Wilhelm Feldman shared the widespread conviction that the
wealth generated by the petroleum industry had nothing to do with Ga-
licia.26 The oil industry was controlled by foreign companies, so its profits
went into foreign coffers.
To make matters worse, as MacGarvey claimed, without any commit-

ment to the benefit of the industry as a whole, outsiders were more likely
to drive prices down by foolishly flooding the market as soon as they
struck oil instead of holding it in reservoirs until the market could bear
it. For example, he argued, after having invested as much as thirty million
marks in Galician oil, German investors with no interest in Galicia’s eco-
nomic development naturally wanted to see some oil sold and impatiently
awaited their dividends.
MacGarvey’s fears were shared by other members of the GLPV. Week

after week, the producers’ paper warned of the dangers of uninformed
investments. The inability of distant, inexperienced, and indiscriminate
investors to distinguish between promising and worthless terrain led to
investment catastrophes that damaged the reputation of the whole in-
dustry. Allowing foolish investments today would make attracting inves-
tors tomorrow impossible: “Belgians have, with various dizzying foun-
dations, gained truly pathetic experiences with Galician oil terrains. Cases
have arisen where such terrains, worth no more than 400,000–600,000
crowns, have been financed with four to five million francs in Belgium.
This is why Galician oil terrains have such a terrible reputation, not just
in Belgium, but everywhere abroad.”27 The English were no better: “En-
glish [oil company] founders, who view the oil industry as the best-suited
means of exploiting human stupidity and naı̈veté, are not picky in their
methods of bringing worthless petroleum objects on the market for prices
in the millions as often as the opportunity presents itself. These [millions]
then disappear into the pockets of the founders themselves.” The editors
of the weekly Drohobycz journal Oleum launched a campaign to expose
the doings of Bruno Maisel, “a sort of English-Galician Rockefeller in
miniature,” whom they considered to be the worst perpetrator of such
speculative ventures.28 Despite his Canadian origins, MacGarvey himself
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became an outspoken opponent of foreign interference, apparently
viewing himself as a Galician industrialist after nearly thirty years of
working in the province. At the oil crisis conference of 1910, MacGarvey
complained of the bad influence of too many foreign companies: “I tell
you, foreign money means misfortune for our petroleum industry.”29

When his Polish colleague Wolski pointed out the apparent irony of a
Canadian holding such a position, MacGarvey replied, “I came with for-
eign knowledge, but not with foreign capital.”30 MacGarvey’s position
suggests that some of the “nationalist” rhetoric advocating provincial con-
trol of the province stemmed from specific business interests rather than
from nationalist aims.
It was easy to blame the need for foreign investment on conservative

landowners’ contempt for industrial advance. But calls for restraint did
not come only from expected quarters, such as large landowners and
parish priests. Government officials who insisted that industrialization
was desirable and who lamented Galicia’s relative backwardness warned
of the dangers inherent in a blind focus on profits: “The conscientious
factory owner, who is not only concerned with profits, but also with the
well-being and woe of his workers, does not neglect to set up operations
such that the workers employed in the factory are under no danger of
harm to life or limb. The factory owner, however, who concerns himself
mostly with profit and nothing else, builds his factory in the most careless
fashion. . . . His operations therefore entail much lower outlays, and he
offers the real industrialist dangerous competition.”31 From the factory
inspector’s perspective, it was large companies, whether foreign or not,
that needed protection from unscrupulous small producers, whose lower
costs allowed for lower prices. In the absence of this protection, how
could the “conscientious factory owner” possibly compete with the fac-
tory owner who cared only for profit, and not for his employees’ safety
and well-being? The question of where one’s loyalties should lie (with
Poland, Austria, or Galicia; with local producers, Christian producers, or
professional producers; with workers, with compatriots, or with corelig-
ionists) continued to plague Galicians throughout the decade before the
First World War.
Whether or not foreign investors or small companies were to blame

for overproduction, no one could deny that overproduction was the
greatest problem facing the oil industry’s producers from 1895 to 1909.
By 1907, Galician production had surpassed one million tons, and the
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next year it was over two million.32 Insufficient infrastructure only wors-
ened the disaster: in June 1908, only 49,710 tons worth of space remained
available in all the storage tanks and reservoirs in Borysław, Tustanowice,
Hubicze, and Popiele, which together had a total capacity of 810,302
tons.33 Sufficient storage facilities could have alleviated (if not overcome)
the crisis by eliminating the need to sell oil stocks at rock-bottom prices.
Learning from the Jakób miracle-turned-disaster in Schodnica, where
there had been “no reservoirs to store the excess of liquid gold,”34 in-
dustrialists tried to compensate with the construction of new reservoirs
and the creation of a Storage Society, which stored crude oil (for a price)
on behalf of companies with insufficient storage capacity.35

Storing oil presented its own problems, however. Oil that had been
comfortably cached deep within the earth for millions of years was much
more difficult to store once it reached the earth’s surface. Signs of pro-
ducers’ desperate attempts to find someplace to put it scarred the land-
scape, a phenomenon described by economist, socialist, and parliamen-
tary representative Hermann Diamand (1860–1930): “One sees in the
valley of Boryslaw itself groups of iron reservoirs left over from earlier
times; there are, I think, about one hundred of them. Today, they build
earthen reservoirs on the hills toward whose feet the oil-rich arteries are
drawn. A stranger would suppose the grass-covered earthen banks were
military fortifications. These earthen reservoirs grow out of the ground
like mushrooms; they dominate the entire region.” Diamand was not
worried about the aesthetics of the Galician landscape; rather, he feared
the dangers inherent in storing thousands of tons of a highly combustible
material within yards of human dwellings. Oil producers were engaging
in a high-risk enterprise, and villagers were paying the price. Diamand
argued that anyone who thought that oil and gas could be safely contained
for an extended period of time was simply naı̈ve. “Oil,” he explained, “is
not a peaceful inhabitant of these holes in the ground. Light, volatile oils
demand free passage for their evaporation. They penetrate through the
chimney-like wooden ventilators, but also find their way through the em-
bankments, as even heavy, viscous oils push their way through the earthen
walls. Such an earthen reservoir is surrounded by a strong gasoline
haze.”36 Visitors found the sight curious and the odors disturbing. Resi-
dents of the surrounding villages perceived in the ominously prolific res-
ervoirs portents of disaster.
This perception was not without cause: if there was one constant from
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the earliest years of Galician oil extraction through the First World War,
it was the ever-present threat and periodic outbreak of fire. In 1908, for
example, twenty-two oil derricks along with outbuildings, six boiler
rooms, and three other buildings were destroyed by fire.37 Most fires were
small in scale, claimed no human lives, and could be contained within
hours (although damages could easily reach twenty thousand crowns, as
in the case of the fire that struck the oil wells of David Fanto and Com-
pany in 1909).38 Such small fires caught the attention of few outside the
oil basin, with the exception of the Viennese insurance companies that
paid for the damages. Periodically, however, a more dramatic fire broke
out. In November 1902, for example, a fire erupted in Borysław that
could not be put out until January 1903. According to Diamand, another
Borysław fire in September 1909 captured the imagination of Galicia’s
entire literate public:

All Galicia experienced a day of excitement shared by the entire public

interested in the Galician oil region. In Lviv, posters on street corners

announced the appearance of extra editions of newspapers that would

contain special reports from the region of the fire catastrophe in

Borysław. Special reports carried horrifying news. A great number of oil

reservoirs were on fire, burning oil was pouring into neighboring vil-

lages, even the relatively distant city of Drohobycz was in danger of

being destroyed by flames, many human lives and countless millions in

property fell victim to fire.39

Media attention was frenzied, but the fire itself was limited and had not
reached anything close to the predicted dimensions. Diamand argued that
the journalists had done nothing more than describe the possible—al-
though such a disaster had been avoided on that particular occasion, all
its necessary ingredients were in place.
Readers were ready to believe such horror stories because of an earlier

catastrophe that not only had made the Galician news, but had been
described throughout Austria and abroad.40 On 4 July 1908, Galicia’s most
productive well, Oil City, was struck by lightning and burst into flames.41

The lightning was perfectly timed to maximize its effect: only three weeks
earlier, Oil City had been drilled down to 1,016 meters, where it produced
first one thousand tons and then two thousand tons of crude oil daily.
On the day of the disaster, over six thousand tons of crude were stored
in the immediate vicinity of the well. These were all set ablaze. The surface
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area set on fire reached fifty thousand square meters (about twelve acres).
The blaze lasted for four months, during which “the fire and column of
smoke resembled a volcano.”42 Had the oil been able to shoot straight
from the well into the air unhindered, it would have burned in a “tall
column of oil in the air,” a lesser disaster from the perspective of those
trying to limit the damages. Instead, shafts and struts at the point where
the pipe lining the well connected to the derrick above it “scattered the
oil in all directions,” which meant that “only a part of the [oil] burned,
while the rest poured into ditches as a burning mass.”43

Despite (or perhaps because of) smoke-filled air and oil-filled water,
the Oil City blaze became a tourist attraction. Photographs of the burning
well (in which all one can actually see is a sky full of billowing smoke
and hundreds of people loitering around beneath it), sometimes touched
up with brightly colored paints for enhanced dramatic effect, were man-
ufactured as popular postcards, examples of which can still be found in
flea markets and private collections in western Ukraine today. Even years
later, tourists still hoped to be fortunate enough to catch a glimpse of a
burning well. One guidebook to the province advised its readers: “Of
particular interest is the sight of an eruption of crude oil bursting forth
as an oil bed is tapped—or equally the not uncommon sight of drilling
derricks and boreholes that have burst into flames, and blazing streams
of crude oil (usually the result of lightning).”44

Although fires were the most dramatic catastrophes, they were not the
villagers’ only problem. After the opening of Oil City, Galician viceroy
Michał Bobrzyński received so many “alarming complaints from the rural
population in the region of Tustanowice about immense damages caused
by the flowing of petroleum into the Tyśmienica River” that he personally
visited the village to inspect the situation himself in June 1908. His con-
clusion:

Unfortunately, an inspection taught me that these complaints are all too

grounded. . . . The crude oil flowing into the Tyśmienica River is carried

for miles by this river, which is itself, in addition, constantly polluted

by waste and sewage from the refineries. It is deposited onto the fields

by periodically occurring floods. These deposits have as an inevitable

consequence the lasting deterioration—if not the destruction—of

meadows and fields for miles, throughout the entire riparian region of

the Tyśmienica River, and in the farther reaches of the Dniestr.45
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“Oil City: The Largest Oil Well in Flames.” Contemporary postcard depicts
proud witnesses of the spectacular 1908 blaze. (Author’s collection.)

Damage to rivers and waterways from petroleum-related pollution was
nothing new, of course. In the early 1890s, the viceroy’s office had been
approached with complaints about oil pollution from individual farmers,
as well as from the Provincial Fishing Society, leading the Mining Au-
thorities to order the cleansing of ponds “emitting suffocating odors” and
the removal of oil and drilling grime from rivers.46

If concern for the environment was not enough to motivate the gov-
ernment to take action, perhaps concern for its own reputation would.
Bobrzyński warned the imperial cabinet in Vienna that the failure to
manage the oil region’s environment properly was damaging the image
of the Austrian authorities and straining the imperial budget:

These conditions give rise to a sharp criticism of the public administra-

tion. This criticism is all the more embarrassing for me because it is

made by foreigners, who stay in Drohobycz for longer or shorter periods

in large numbers, and who are inclined to judge the Austrian admin-

istration according to what they see there. To these criticisms are joined

the loud complaints of the rural population, who must watch as their

fertile meadows and fields are destroyed in stretches miles wide, which

in turn requires emergency aid on the part of the state.47
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In his memoirs, Bobrzyński referred to the situation in the Borysław oil
basin as a “natural disaster.”48 In using such strong language, his concern
was not with maintaining a picturesque pastoral landscape, but rather
with protecting those men and women whose livelihood depended on
clean earth and water.
While Bobrzyński’s report seems to pit farmers against oilmen, it

should be remembered that oilmen suffered from overproduction, spills,
and fires as well; in fact, their complaints were the loudest and the most
frequent. They, too, perceived a connection between threats to nature, to
the economy, and to human life. In their minds, and in the minds of
inspectors, engineers, local politicians, and newspapermen, the interests
of nature, society, and the economy did not compete with one another,
but rather shared a common need for investment, infrastructure, and
further development. It was more industry that would protect the Gali-
cian environment and those who lived in it, not less. Oilmen would not
concede that agriculture suffered in order that industry might prosper
(since, they asserted, neither was prospering). Oil industrialists, too, de-
manded reform and restructuring. The best measure to prevent oil from
polluting the Galician landscape, they argued, was to remove it as quickly,
safely, and efficiently as possible. This would necessitate a major invest-
ment in transportation technology and a restructuring of freight fees. The
unusually high production costs in Galicia made competition for foreign
markets well-nigh impossible and even that for domestic markets difficult.
The expense of overland versus overseas transport meant that despite the
proximity of neighboring Germany, Galician producers could not sell
their oil in Germany at prices lower than those offered by Standard Oil.
Economists employed by the Crédit Lyonnais noted that in 1898, the price
of Galician petroleum in Germany amounted to as much as 19.80 francs,
while the sale price of U.S. refined oil in Hamburg was only 16 francs.
They argued, “It would thus be imprudent to conclude that the German
market will be open to Austrian petroleum unless the price of crude falls
below four crowns, and even in this case the Austrian refineries will only
make an insignificant profit.”49 Because of this price difference, the Crédit
Lyonnais went so far as to discourage its clients from investing in Galician
oil production. Given insufficient domestic demand, a bleak outlook for
export, and a lack of sufficient storage facilities, overproduction led to
price collapse as naturally as it led to pollution. It was this price collapse
that concerned producers most.
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Prices reached an all-time low in June 1909 at 0.80 crowns for 100
kilograms, stirring painful memories of the “golden years” of oil prices:
in 1867, the market price for kerosene had been 15 florins, or 30 crowns,
and in 1863, it had reached 25–30 florins or 60 crowns.50 Nor could
producers be consoled by drops in the costs of exploration. On the con-
trary, the new dependence on steam engines and drilling technologymade
exploration more expensive than ever before, as did the increasing depths
at which oil could be found. Whereas in 1870, the deepest shafts reached
150 meters below the earth’s surface, by 1908, companies were forced to
drill down to between 1,000 and 1,100 meters to find the rich beds of
the Eocene layer.51 In the final analysis, it was this price collapse, rather
than overproduction per se, that forced Galicia’s producers to change
their priorities. They now had a threefold goal: to eliminate competition
by driving out smaller companies, to create some degree of cooperation
between remaining producers that could keep prices stable, and to find
new consumers. These new strategies helped define the producers’ re-
sponse to a series of strikes that broke out between 1904 and 1910.
The oil workers’ strikes were poorly timed to be successful. In an era

in which overflowing storage tanks led to forced sales and plummeting
prices, major producers actually found that an occasional strike could be
used to their advantage. Thus there was no real need to bend to worker
demands—at least not for the large companies with reservoirs that could
hold the oil they could not contain within their wells. This belief was put
to the test by the first major oil workers’ strike, which took place in the
summer of 1904.
On 9 June 1904, 900 wax workers walked off the job, objecting to

obligations to pay additional fees to the Fraternal Association on behalf
of their wives and children. Fraternal associations, established by pater-
nalistic company founders to protect their workers in case of disability
or death, were very unpopular among the workers themselves, who were
required to give up approximately 25 percent of their weekly wages in
fees. Although these were supposed to be returned to the workers upon
retirement or to their families in the event of their untimely death, few
expected to remain in the industry long enough to collect. The striking
wax workers expected their colleagues in the liquid oil industry to join
them at any moment. Nevertheless, weeks passed in which tension
mounted, but work continued unabated. During this period, local officials
sent dozens of telegrams and memos to their superiors in Lviv and Vi-
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enna. They tried to explain the urgency of the situation and the need to
take measures to guarantee peace and order in the increasingly likely
event of an oil strike. Chief District Magistrate Tadeusz Bobrzyński (not
to be confused with the Galician viceroy) insisted on adding twenty gen-
darmes to the six he had on staff. He estimated that there were 2,200
wax workers and 5,000 oil workers in Borysław and the surrounding
villages and feared that over 7,000 workers without occupation could be
expected to cause a great deal of trouble.52 Bobrzyński hoped that a strike
could be averted by encouraging the workers and employers to discuss
their demands in advance. The producers whom he was presumably
trying to protect did not, however, appear to share his concern. From
the outset, the employers’ cavalier attitude doomed Bobrzyński’s efforts
at mediation.
Both before and during the strike, government representatives strug-

gled to forge some sort of compromise. But the larger producers were
never interested in compromise, nor did they have any reason to be. Of
course, they did not admit openly that the strike was in their best interest,
instead arguing that they were unable to negotiate with workers on prin-
ciple. Over the next few months, the employers came up with a litany of
excuses justifying their refusal to negotiate, including claims that the
workers’ demands were unreasonable, would lead to financial ruin for
the employers, and were not in the workers’ best interests, and that the
workers’ committee was made up of terrorists. The employers’ committee
suggested that the workers were inspired by the terrorism of the socialist
revolutionaries in Russia, who had recently assassinated Viacheslav
Plehve, the Russian minister of the interior, on 15 July 1904. It was clear
to them that the local socialists’ habit of constructing amateur bombs out
of boxes filled with gunpowder was in imitation of their Russian coun-
terparts.53

On 22 June, the largest employers held a meeting in which they dis-
cussed their united stance vis-à-vis the strikers’ demands. According to
the employers, led by Wacław Wolski, the conclusions they reached were
inspired by fiscal responsibility and necessity tempered by a moral com-
mitment to helping their workers. They would reject unconditionally the
demand for an eight-hour day, but in its place, they would offer the
workers improved living quarters, the supply of clean water for drinking
and bathrooms, and the introduction of a branch of the district health
insurance agency in Borysław. For their long-term benefit, the employers
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also planned to build a reading room for the workers, which they hoped
would draw them away from the club Górnik (Miner), which was con-
trolled by socialists.54

The employers’ offer was summarily rejected. Far from disappointing
the employers, the intransigence of the socialist leaders of the strike pro-
vided the employers with an excuse to allow the workers’ threatened strike
to go ahead. Within twenty-four hours of the outbreak of the oil workers’
strike on 8 July, an estimated 7,300 Borysław workers had ceased work.55

The strike quickly spread to the western Galician oilfields in Krosno,
Równo and Potok.
The oil producers may have believed that the strike was in their best

interest—a sudden drop in production would have the side effect of
raising the price of oil—but the imperial government was considerably
less enthusiastic at the prospect of thousands of idle hands and angry
heads. Vienna took the position that an agreement should be reached
immediately. Annoyed by constant complaints of chaos and disorder, the
minister of the interior asked Galician viceroy Count Andrzej Potocki
(holder of this position from 1903 to 1908) why the provincial govern-
ment could not provide the necessary mediation.56 Even as his underlings
struggled to find a solution that would do justice to workers and em-
ployers alike, Potocki, himself the owner of an oil refinery in Trzebinia,
made his sympathy with the producers clear from the outset. In the orders
that he issued to his subordinates on the scene several times a day from
Karlsbad (where he was vacationing at the time), he insisted that the
provincial government’s first priority was to maintain order and to protect
those workers who were willing to work with as much military assistance
as was required. Potocki’s position was rather to sustain the safety of the
companies than to bring the strike to a close. He repeatedly advised
against making any concessions to strikers, insisting that it was better to
wait the strike out than to meet any of the workers’ demands.57 Perhaps
Potocki’s position should come as no surprise, given that he was ap-
pointed viceroy after Count Leon Piniński was forced out of office by
eastern Galician magnates for having been too lenient on striking peasants
in 1902.58 Nevertheless, his unwavering support of the employers put him
at odds with both the imperial government and local authorities. Prime
Minister and Minister of the Interior Ernest von Koerber personally
pleaded with Potocki to act as a mediator and facilitate peaceful negoti-
ations.59 Although the Austrian government had proven itself willing to
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suppress workers’ strikes by military force in the past, Koerber had al-
ready revealed his distaste for firing upon workers.60 During a coal miners’
strike in 1900, he set the precedent of government-sponsored negotia-
tions, a course he appears to have been eager to follow during the 1904
oil workers’ strike as well. In Galicia, the imperial government had even
acquired the reputation for being something of a socialists’ watchdog,
demanding explanations from Lviv when socialists were unfairly arrested
or denied permits for gatherings.
Ignoring Potocki’s clear sympathy for the employers, his provincial and

local subordinates did everything within their power to prevent the strike
and then bring it to a peaceful and prompt resolution. Not relying on
the skills of the local chief district magistrate, the day after the strike
began, the viceroy’s office in Lviv dispatched a viceregal councilor, Pi-
wocki, to Borysław to oversee negotiations personally, coordinate govern-
ment action, and report regularly on the local situation back to Lviv, as
well as to Potocki in Karlsbad. In the first three days of the strike, over
fifty telegrams were sent back and forth between the viceregal presidium,
Chief District Magistrate Bobrzyński, Viceregal Councilor Piwocki,
Viceroy Potocki, Minister of the Interior Koerber, the provincial gendar-
merie headquarters in Lviv, and the Tenth Corps Commando in Prze-
myśl.61 In contrast to the flurried actions of the various government au-
thorities, the employers remained steady in their refusal to discuss the
workers’ terms. Instead, they published emotional pleas for sympathy in
Słowo Polskie and distributed polemical literature in which they insisted
that “this is not the normal battle of labor against capital, this is a con-
tinuation of the centuries-old battle of good against evil.”62

Despite tremendous pressure from the Ministry of the Interior, Piwocki
was unable to sway the employers. Twelve days after the strike began, he
had already given up hope and begged to be allowed to return to Lviv.
In his opinion, any further attempts to reach an agreement were futile,
given the companies’ intransigence, and his continuing presence was an
unnecessary punishment: “It would be a waste of my time and health to
wait here until work is resumed,” he lamented in one of numerous re-
quests to be relieved of his onerous duty.63 The workers, he explained,
were ready to come back to work, “forced by hunger and poverty,” if
only some resolution protecting them from more radical elements could
be reached. Piwocki had his own theory on the cause of the employers’



The Epidemic of Overproduction 159

inflexibility, and it had little to do with the noble motives they professed.
The cause of their intransigence, he explained,

must be sought . . . in the hyperproduction of crude oil and the enor-

mous multiplication of small companies, [which are] inconvenient for

a few large companies. These large companies cannot, despite the con-

trol of large capital, buy out the small companies, and strive for their

elimination by other means, and the current strike offers them the op-

portunity to do so. I do not contend that these companies started the

strike intentionally. . . . That said, they use the work stoppage for their

own purposes, and for that reason reaching an agreement remains

simply impossible.64

The large—and principally foreign—companies, he continued, were
happy to see a work stoppage drive prices up by limiting production,
since they all had huge oil reserves. He predicted that they would only
try to negotiate when they had sold their oil reserves and wanted to
continue drilling. He expected the small companies, on the other hand,
to go under before the strike was finished and to be forced to sell their
mines at the lowest imaginable prices. Piwocki reported that the general
director of the Anglo-Galician Company, Julius Priester, had confirmed
that this was indeed the strategy of the larger companies. Piwocki sug-
gested that the large companies’ ultimate goal was to provoke an amend-
ment of the oil laws along the lines of the recently passed changes in the
wax industry, which had introduced regulations that all but mandated
the shutting down of small companies. Piwocki claimed that after only
eight days on strike, the workers were already running out of food and
money and could no longer support themselves. “Worker apathy and
discouragement regarding the strike are increasingly widespread,” he
wrote, concluding that any overtures from the employers would be
greeted enthusiastically. He predicted that eventually the workers would
simply agree to resume work without having reached an agreement—
assuming that the employers were unable to find enough strikebreakers
first.65

The companies’ unwillingness to negotiate should not imply that they
were indifferent to the course of the strike or relaxed throughout its
duration. As Piwocki himself made clear, there was no threat to the large
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companies as long as their oil stocks and equipment were protected. But
they were powerless to protect their expensive equipment, pipelines, tur-
bines, engines, and reservoirs from thousands of angry workers (who
knew as well as they did that this valuable property was the producers’
Achilles’ heel). From the employers’ perspective, the most important task
was to continue to pump the crude oil into cisterns to prevent it from
flowing out of the wells and creating a fire hazard. This could only be
accomplished with military assistance.66

The strike leaders made it clear from the outset that their principal
targets would be technical installations and oil reservoirs (the secondary
target would be scabs recruited to maintain basic daily operations). They
immediately attacked telegraph lines and destroyed operating pumps,
which meant that oil ran into local streams, increasing the risk of wide-
spread fires. To maintain order (and protect property), the employers
immediately turned to the Austrian government for support; their re-
quests for protection, echoed by Bobrzyński and Piwocki, went to pro-
vincial authorities in Lviv, military authorities in Przemyśl, and imperial
authorities in Vienna. The Ministry of the Interior was bombarded by
direct petitions from the employers in Borysław with urgent pleas for
assistance that combined references to every kind of danger oil could
pose—to human life, to the environment, to property: “situation most
serious, 1,600 soldiers absolutely necessary, lives threatened, pumping of
crude oil prevented with violence, all streams flowing with petroleum,
request most urgently intervention from minister of the interior.” In ad-
dition, the Interior Ministry heard from diplomats representing foreign
company interests and even insurance companies that threatened to
cancel fire insurance coverage because of the increased danger. On behalf
of the employers, Bobrzyński requested that four companies of infantry
and one company of cavalry be sent immediately to protect the large
terrain, adding that the employers promised to cover any costs of the
troops’ dispatch, including the costs of special trains. However reluctant
they were to meet the workers’ demands, the employers would spare no
expense to protect their equipment and stores of oil from potential ar-
sonists. The employers’ thirst for military presence was insatiable: even
after three companies of infantry had arrived, Piwocki insisted that three
more companies of infantry, along with some cavalry, were necessary.67

The employers’ protests that local authorities gave their plight too little
attention were unfair. The truth was that the incredibly large areas to be
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protected—the village of Borysław alone covered an area approximately
eight times as large as the Vatican—combined with the challenges posed
by a terrain pitted by holes in the ground, crisscrossed by wire fences,
and littered with other obstacles to equestrian travel, made the region
particularly difficult to defend and the implementation of cavalry im-
practical.68 Within a few days of the strike’s outbreak, the military pres-
ence in Borysław had become quite impressive and included two generals
with regimental staff, seven battalions of infantry, and one platoon of
pioneers. On the basis of the average size of battalions in the Austro-
Hungarian army, this would mean that approximately seven thousand
soldiers were stationed in Borysław to watch over approximately eight
thousand striking workers.
The task facing those soldiers upon arrival was unenviable. Twenty-

two children were arrested for attacking the mines of Dr. Stephan
Freund’s petroleum company; “mobs of women” damaged pumping
equipment and could not be removed despite the attempts of three-
quarters of a company to stop them.69 Defending not people, but objects
(pumps, pipelines, turbines) against neither enemy troops nor armed ci-
vilians, but rather women and children, was not a task in which the
soldiers took any pride.70

Although endemic overproduction made the large companies feel fi-
nancially secure in the face of an extended work stoppage, they knew that
the threat of environmental catastrophe was very real. At that time (and
in that place), an “environmental catastrophe” was not understood as a
threat to local flora and fauna, but rather as a threat to human safety. So
much crude oil had broken out of wells that there was great danger of
fire. After a monthlong impasse, a band of skilled workers (along with a
member of the strike committee), eager to provoke a more urgent desire
to negotiate among the employers, resorted to arson.71 Their campaign
lasted for six weeks (extending beyond the official cessation of the strike)
and included burning down derricks and setting drill holes ablaze, det-
onating handmade mines in offices and barracks and under pumps, and
setting fire to oil reservoirs.72 With oil flowing into streams, fires raging,
and idle workers patrolling the streets, Borysław was safe for neither fish
nor people. Arrests for violence became routine, but the crimes that pro-
voked them reveal that more was on the workers’ minds than politics. In
the night of 18 July, for example, two workers were arrested—one for
threatening strikebreakers, one for poaching. Another threw a makeshift
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bomb made of gunpowder and a rope soaked in cart grease into one of
the wells of the Storage Society. Another four wax workers were arrested
for beating up scabs. A stoker working for the Anglo-Galician Company
was attacked, seriously injured, and robbed of a silver watch and fourteen
crowns, an incident that led to five arrests.73

The 1904 strike proved that emotional and economic ties to village life
were not the only obstacles to an effective strike. Arrests for poaching
and petty theft of lunchboxes indicate that the striking workers quickly
ran out of food. Unskilled workers, in particular, lived on subsistence
wages and had no savings on which to draw during a period of unem-
ployment. On 12 July, about fifteen hundred workers were forced by
hunger to leave Borysław. There was little possibility of creating a sense
of solidarity between unskilled workers nearing starvation and skilled
workers carrying silver watches. When Galicia’s most prominent socialist,
Ignacy Daszyński, visited Borysław, his arrival was greeted by only a few
hundred workers, although thousands were idle. The prominence of so-
cialist leaders on the national level did not guarantee them any more
leverage locally. According to Piwocki, Daszyński’s influence was limited
and much less weighty than was commonly believed. Piwocki was in-
formed by an acquaintance among the employers that the latter’s own
workers had confided in him that local socialist agitators Wohlfeld and
Górski did not take Daszyński’s advice, but on the contrary resisted his
wishes. It appeared that the behavior of the workers was even embar-
rassing to Daszyński, who had argued in his 12 July speech that the leaders
of the country had provided so much military force that workers could
not be successful in a fight. By that time, many of the workers seemed
to share his pessimism; according to Piwocki’s report, “Other workers
gave restrained speeches—only one of the women gave a heated speech
interspersed with phrases used by the social democrats about the exploi-
tation of the working people, about revenge against the lords, etc.”74

When provincial authorities closed down the workers’ club Górnik,
100 workers marched in protest, only a small portion of the seven thou-
sand to eight thousand that had initially participated in the strike. The
majority of the workers, however, seemed desperate to find harmless
amusement after four weeks off the job. Perhaps in an attempt to gain
publicity for their cause (or perhaps out of boredom or the not un-
common desire of the troublemaker to discomfort the well-to-do), on 2
August, a portion of the striking workers set off for Truskawiec, a nearby
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spa town, where they marched down the promenade singing workers’
songs. This, according to Potocki (himself a frequenter of spas), “gave
rise to the consternation of the spa guests” and resulted in the interven-
tion of the gendarmerie. At the same time, the employers themselves
increased the level of their own propaganda, cursing the constitution be-
hind which the so-called terrorists hid from justice and requesting the
imposition of martial law: “Your Excellency! We understand the whole
importance of the constitutional law that today the strikers exploit. But
still even we, too, have the right to protection and defense on the part
of the state. After all, we represent the country’s greatest industry and
form an important member of the community economically and socially.”
While many workers were tired, hungry, and ready to return to work, a
small minority was committed to continuing at all costs. The more radical
attacks, initially directed only at objects, were increasingly aimed at
former colleagues: those who returned to work were beaten, pelted with
stones, and doused in crude oil.75

Despite the increased violence, the employers’ calculations seemed to
pay off. As the strike wore on and the workers ran out of money and
food, large employers suffered little.76 MacGarvey’s Carpathian Company,
for example, produced 97,423 tons of crude oil in its fiscal year 1904–
1905, made 1,622,000 crowns in net profit, and paid its shareholders a
12 percent dividend of 9,000 crowns per share. Under the protection of
the military, and with the assistance of stokers imported from Hungary
and Vienna, MacGarvey was able to continue pumping as necessary.77

Piwocki reported on 14 July that “regular well work can be halted without
greater damage to the interests of the entrepreneurs even for a longer
period of time. Only a few smaller businesses and contract workers are
worried.”78 Recognizing their precarious situation, several small Jewish
producers reached agreements with their workers (both parties being
equally desperate to see the strike end). The large firms did not try to
stop them, since they had agreed that every individual employer had the
right to take back workers under previously existing conditions as long
as no concessions were granted. On 6 August 1904, the workers’ assembly
voted to resume work, although they had achieved nothing. Many of
those who had left Borysław did not immediately return even when the
strike ended, leading to a slight worker shortage. On 14 August, there
were 1,891 oil workers in 191 shafts, and another 102 shafts lay idle
because of lack of workers.79
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The strike highlighted the different needs and interests of large pro-
ducers and small producers and revealed that references to “employers”
as a homogeneous category are misleading. Discussions of their differing
needs demonstrated how confusing the issue of loyalty and progress could
be. Shortly after the outbreak of the strike, Piwocki correctly anticipated
the diverging interests of the various producers:

the exploitation of terrains rich in oil in Borysław would be more ra-

tional if it were carried out by a few powerful companies, and not as it

is today, where along with twenty-four large companies there are also

around seventy small ones. The only circumstance unfavorable to our

country [Galicia] is that the most powerful companies work with foreign

capital, while the small entrepreneurs destined to be exterminated are

predominantly personages who are our local countrymen, who, having

invested only a relatively small capital, have used an enterprising spirit

and an acquaintance with local conditions to reach relative affluence.80

The owners of these small companies were, according to all other sources,
predominantly Jewish, although Piwocki did not specifically mention any
confession in his letter. Piwocki’s comments on the motivations of the
larger companies and the drawback that this would have (forcing small
local companies to close) betrayed confusion regarding how to balance
the apparently incompatible goals of creating a more effective industry,
on the one hand, and encouraging “national” (preferably Polish and
Catholic, but at the very least Galician) investment, on the other.
Fear of the effects of overproduction on the Galician industry and fear

of the excessive influence of foreigners united the producers and the im-
perial government. Here their interests were shared, and the government
became the producers’ best ally in both instances. The next round of
strikes revealed that providing military assistance was not the limit of the
government’s support. Worker demands during strikes in 1909 and 1910
mirrored those of 1904 closely. Little had been done to improve the
workers’ quality of life in the intervening five years. A law required that
employers provide living quarters for workers who lived more than five
kilometers from the wells where they worked, which did result in an
increase in worker housing. By November 1909, twenty-eight companies
had their own barracks, but housing remained insufficient in quantity
and quality. Only long-term employees were housed; day laborers were
forced either to pay most of their wages for bunks in overcrowded inns
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or to sleep outside. There was still too little attention paid to providing
drinking water or bathing facilities.81 Wax workers continued to resent
mandatory payments to the fraternal associations, particularly those made
on behalf of their spouses.82 This time around, however, the government’s
intervention successfully averted a protracted work stoppage. In De-
cember 1910, the employers demanded from the government a series of
measures designed to alleviate the overproduction crisis. Producers had
finally found the new consumers they needed, not in France or Germany,
but in Vienna. Among their specific demands, the most important was
that the government purchase 1,500,000 tons of crude oil for the fueling
of engines.83 If the government acquiesced, the employers would intro-
duce the eight-hour day within five months from the signing of a gov-
ernment contract.84

In 1910, the government assisted the workers indirectly by assisting the
producers directly. Producers resented having to turn to the central gov-
ernment for assistance, but not enough to refuse it. MacGarvey’s testi-
mony at the 1910 oil crisis conference betrayed a sense of shame in the
producers’ obligation to the government: “If we had developed this in-
dustry with our own money and our own good drillers and good
workers—and my experience tells me that there are none better anywhere
in the world—then we would not have to turn to the government for
assistance, because [the industry] would have developed naturally and
such desolate conditions would not have arisen.”85 Having failed to de-
velop the necessary infrastructure themselves, the producers were forced
to admit that they had become dependent on the imperial government.
Once they recognized the need for government support, producers turned
their attention to acquiring it. Boasts of natural bounty were added to
warnings of environmental calamity in appeals to Vienna to promote the
industry. An article in the newspaper organ of the GLPV asserted that “it
would be an economic crime, were we to . . . sacrifice the natural devel-
opment of an industry that draws its right to exist from a bountifully
available, valuable natural product.”86 The producers’ own references to
the Galician environment and the place of oil within it amounted to little
more than economic justifications for aid to the oil industry. Nature had
provided this natural wealth; it would be a sin for men to waste it—or
even to fail to make use of it for their own maximum benefit.
Economic arguments did not always base themselves on calls to exploit

fully the raw materials provided by nature. The economic development
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of Galicia was inarguably a matter of extreme importance for all of the
province’s residents, regardless of its source. Moreover, because Galicia
was the empire’s largest province and its only source of petroleum, Ga-
lician problems were Austrian problems as well. The producers called on
the government to support

the strengthening and further development of Galician petroleum pro-

duction, which is forced to cover an annual demand of engines, pipes,

drilling tools, and fuel worth approximately 10,160,000 crowns, employs

60,000 people, pays nearly 50 million crowns in direct and indirect taxes,

contributes outstandingly to the income of the State Railways, keeps the

machine factories and chemical industries of the industrial provinces

busy, and is an eminent consumer of iron and therefore a source of

wealth that promotes industry.

This was clearly, so argued the producers, in the government’s own in-
terest “not only from a purely economic point of view, which requires
the development of all branches of industry, in particular those that have
their natural basis in the wealth of the land, but also from a purely fiscal
point of view. . . . We strive therefore not only in the interest of the prov-
ince, so that the only industry that it possesses might bring it prosperous
progress, but also in the interest of the entire state.”87 It is not surprising
that Galician producers would attempt to portray their own plight as one
that affected the entire empire. But would the central government agree
that there was truth to their claims?
There were voices in Vienna that supported state-sponsored develop-

ment of infrastructure, whatever the fiscal cost. Ernest von Koerber, prime
minister from January 1900 to 1905, advocated economic development
on the periphery of the empire as the only effective means of keeping it
together. Through state promotion of development, Koerber hoped to
rescue Parliament from the crisis into which it had been thrown by (pri-
marily Czech) obstructionism. Although it was thus designed with polit-
ical rather than purely economic motives in mind, according to Alexander
Gerschenkron, Koerber’s program for economic development had the po-
tential to resuscitate the ailing empire. Koerber’s main goal, Gerschenkron
asserts, “was to engineer a radical shift in political emphasis away from
the highly divisive nationality problem and toward a common concern
that would unite, coalesce, and integrate all the nationalities of Cislei-
thania. That ‘concern’ was to be the economic interests.”88 The means
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that Koerber chose to promote the regional economies (and the national
economy) was the expansion of the railway network (in particular, con-
necting Galicia directly to the Hungarian plains via the CarpathianMoun-
tains and building a second route to Trieste, the empire’s major port), as
well as the construction of new inland waterways and the regulation of
navigable rivers.
On Koerber’s initiative, two investment bills, one relating to railways

and the other to inland waterways, were passed by Parliament on 1 June
1901.89 Both met with the enthusiastic approval of Galicia’s oil producers,
who viewed the high expense of delivering their product to markets out-
side of Galicia as one of the main obstacles to the further development
of their industry. “Only waterways are suitable to enable a cheapening of
transportation and an expansion of the market. . . . A transport system
that is fair and serves the large interest groups of the empire can only be
created through the simultaneous tapping of the—until now neglected—
natural wealth of the land in the largest crownland of the Empire via a
great traffic route, which connects the Russian border in the east and
north . . . with the west.” Galicia’s producers eagerly awaited the canali-
zation of both the Dniestr and the Vistula and at the same time the
regulation of the Stryj, San, and Wisłoka rivers (which ran through the
heart of oil country).90

Railroads had the potential to serve Galicia’s producers as more than
merely a means of exporting their product. Railroads could also become
a main consumer of oil at a time when augmenting consumption was
critical. In August 1908, the minister of railways, Juliusz Derschatta, trav-
eled to Galicia to meet with producers and agree on a plan that would
alleviate their overproduction crisis while it benefited the Austrian railway
system. Derschatta offered to use oil (rather than coal) to power loco-
motives on all the public lines of the Austrian state railway in Galicia. At
his instigation, the producers formed a syndicate, the Provincial Associ-
ation of Crude Oil Producers (Landesverband der Rohöl-Produzenten,
LVRP), whose members represented 80 percent of total Galician produc-
tion. The LVRP quickly entered into a contract with the government.
Since the production of fuel oil required the removal of gasoline, the
government offered to set up a gasoline-removal refinery in Drohobycz,
which it would lease to the LVRP. The LVRP promised to provide the
government with 1,065,000 tons of fuel oil between 1 November 1909
and 31 December 1914, which the government promised to buy for 2.84
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crowns per 100 kilograms.91 The construction of the refinery was itself a
major project. According to Viceroy Michał Bobrzyński, it was one of the
“largest and most intensive constructions ever carried out in Galicia” and
employed ten thousand workers, for whom special barracks and kitchens
also had to be erected.92 In order to provide and transport the necessary
supplies of wood and iron to the site, a special road and railway track,
as well as a water pipeline, were built. Thirty-six reservoirs were con-
structed by the summer of 1909, and the refinery was completed by April
1910, an oil pipeline by the end of 1910, and buildings for the residence
of administrators and guards by 1911.93 The viceroy’s office, which over-
saw the project, reported to the Ministry of Public Works that it had
spent over 6.2 million crowns on the construction of reservoirs, roads
leading to them, fire-safe stairways, warm rooms for workers, fences,
gates, pipelines, guard buildings, insulation and roofing, and other infra-
structure by 29 March 1911. These preliminary costs did not include the
planned gardens flanking the administrative buildings, bathing houses,
worker apartments, and reparations to a forester whose property was
partially obstructed by the government installations.94 Preparations and
construction involved the Ministries of Commerce, Finance, Railways,
Public Works, and Agriculture. Bobrzyński held the project up as a model
of public work at its best.95

Even with the government’s promise of assistance, the producers felt
unable to sustain their business operations as production continued to
rise, reaching its all-time peak in 1909. Always lurking in the shadows,
Standard Oil saw its opportunity to gain a foothold in Galicia. Standard
offered to subsidize the construction of large reservoirs, but in exchange
demanded the option to purchase crude oil from local producers at a
reduced price. By guaranteeing its own refinery control over Galician
crude oil supply, Standard would have been able to block competing
refineries from purchasing Galician crude unless they were willing to buy
from Standard.96 The Austrian government was horrified at the prospect
of a Standard Oil monopoly in Galicia. To nip any emerging relationship
between Standard and Galician producers in the bud, the Ministry of
Finance recommenced discussions with Galician producers, which led to
a new agreement, revised in the producers’ favor. Instead of providing
the government with 1,065,000 tons of fuel oil, the LVRP was to provide
it with 1,500,000 tons of crude oil, which the government would purify
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itself, taking over the gasoline-removing refinery it had previously leased
to the LVRP. At the same time, the Ministry of Commerce introduced a
new requirement that concessions be acquired to store oil or to transport
it via pipelines (with the understanding that certain companies—in other
words, those affiliated with Standard Oil—would find these concessions
difficult to receive).97 The government further granted itself eight million
crowns to finance the construction of necessary reservoirs, pipelines,
pump stations, and oil-catching devices in waterways.98

So eager was the government to get started on this project that it began
construction even before parliamentary approval had been obtained.99

Revealing that it had more in mind than lending a helping hand to Ga-
lician producers, the Ministry of Railways took secret steps to set freight
prices such that they would be disadvantageous to Standard.100 This move
naturally aroused the fury of Standard and American diplomats in Vi-
enna.101 Nevertheless, it was successful both in preventing the producers
from working with Standard and also in increasing prices. Prices, which
had sunk to 0.80 crowns per 100 kilograms in early 1909 and recovered
only to 1.20 crowns per 100 kilograms in June 1909 (before the second
government action) now quickly rose to 3.50 crowns per 100 kilograms.102

Fear of Standard Oil was nothing new, nor was it restricted to the
Austro-Hungarian Empire. Over several years, Standard had been able to
seize control of large portions of the European oil industry. By the 1890s,
Standard oversaw a network of European affiliates in Great Britain, Den-
mark, Italy, Belgium, and Holland, and by 1907 it had expanded its con-
trol to fifty-five enterprises outside of the United States, with a capitali-
zation of approximately thirty-seven million dollars.103 Suspicion of
Standard was so exaggerated that during the 1904 oil workers’ strike,
Piwocki felt obligated to discount widely circulating rumors (published
in Słowo Polskie) that Standard was financing the work stoppage.104 The
belief that independent Galician producers were a perpetual annoyance
to Standard in its attempts to maximize profits in Germany was wide-
spread and was even reflected in articles in the New York Times.105 The
Hamburger Fremdenblatt published an article in September 1909 that
warned of the nasty behavior of Standard, which had driven smaller com-
petitors in Germany out of business after doing the same thing in the
United States. The outlook for independent European oil industries was
not optimistic:
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Attempts to escape the clutches of the Trust by promoting the Russian,

Romanian, and Galician petroleum industry have met so far with little

success. After protracted—and for the Russians and Romanians nearly

deadly—battles, the latter reached an agreement with Standard that ul-

timately amounts to nothing less than their subjugation to the will of

their powerful opponent. There remains only the Galician oil industry.

From there we have now received confirmations of the happy news that

the Galician crude oil producers . . . together with the Austro-Hungarian

government, have stood up to the invasion of American petroleum.106

Articles such as this circulated throughout the various Austrian govern-
ment ministries. Ludwig Neuwirth, the director of the Viennese great
bank, the Österreichische Credit-Anstalt für Industrie und Gewerbe,
blamed Standard’s attempts to destroy its Austrian competition for the
drop in prices and the failure to maintain an effective cartel. He specu-
lated that the activities of the Vacuum Oil Company (a subsidiary of
Standard that built a large refinery in Galicia in 1905) might have done
as much damage to the industry as overproduction itself.107

Not only was Standard accused of trying to seize control over the
Galician oil industry, it was also blamed for preventing poor Galician
producers and refiners from finding any foreign markets—a serious
problem for an industry plagued by overproduction.108 Some of Stan-
dard’s wrath was admittedly brought on the Austrian industry by that
industry’s own doings. In an attempt to find markets for annual over-
production averaging about 700,000 to 750,000 tons, Galician producers
first turned to Germany. While Austrian exports to Germany dwarfed
those of both Romania and Russia in 1908–1909, they were in turn
dwarfed by U.S. exports to Germany.109 In their desperate (and failed)
attempt to secure a foothold in the French market, Austro-Hungarian
refiners were willing to sell at a loss, with French prices less than one-
sixth of their domestic prices for the same products. Ultimately they were
unable to sustain this campaign.110 Standard perceived this as a challenge
to its hegemony and in retaliation had built a refinery in Limanowa with
the sole purpose, according to MacGarvey, of destroying its Austro-
Hungarian competitors.111

Standard’s activities were carefully monitored. Viceroy Bobrzyński sent
an enciphered telegram to the minister for public works in 1910 relaying
the chief district magistrate of Drohobycz’s report that three English com-
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panies had acquired thirty-four oil wells and all the private pipelines
connected to them over the past four weeks. Try as he might, he was not
able to discern “whether or not these purchases were not actually made
on behalf of the American Standard Oil company.”112 Perhaps this con-
stant fear of Standard Oil exacerbated the government’s suspicion of for-
eign investment in general. As the diplomatic situation in Europe grew
more tense in the first decade of the twentieth century, the government
echoed Galician patriots’ concern about the excessive presence (and in-
fluence) of foreigners in the oil industry. In 1901, there were fifteen joint-
stock companies (of foreign and domestic origins) in the oil production
and refinery industries registered in Austria, with a total share capital of
45.1 million Austrian crowns. In addition to these, there were at least
sixteen foreign companies operating in Galicia without being incorpo-
rated in the Austrian Empire.113 By 1914, the number of large foreign
joint-stock companies investing in Galician oil production had grown
dramatically. There were eight English companies with a total registered
capital value of £4.7 million, four German companies with a total regis-
tered capital value of 44 million Austrian crowns, one American company
(Vacuum) with a total registered capital value of $20 million, and nine
French and Belgian companies with a total registered capital value of 60
million francs and 12 million Austrian crowns, in addition to eight Aus-
trian companies with a total registered capital value of 90.4 million Aus-
trian crowns.114

These foreign companies operated on a scale that few domestic com-
panies could hope to match. Since its foundation in 1910, for example,
the British concern Premier Oil and Pipeline Company had grown to
monstrous size, swallowing numerous competitors large and small.115 By
the beginning of the war, Premier Oil was the most important foreign
company in Galicia, with a nominal capital of £3,450,000.116 It owned
2,752 acres outright, leased an additional 7,000 acres, and had exploitation
rights for 8,000 acres more. It also controlled various oil properties
through its subsidiaries, Central Carpathian Oil, Alpha Petroleum Com-
pany, and Rypne Syndicate, as well as diverse pipelines and refineries.
During the fiscal year 1912–1913, the company produced over 262,000
tons of crude oil, almost a quarter of all Galician production, transported
678,000 tons of oil in its own pipelines, and treated 141,000 tons of crude
oil in its own refineries.117 By the war’s end, its capital grew to £3,750,000,
and its holdings encompassed twelve Austrian subsidiaries, 21,000 acres,
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110 oil wells, and four large refineries.118 Stefan Bartoszewicz claimed that
although Premier’s nominal capital was 38,960,000 crowns, its real capital
was around £4 million, or 100 million crowns.119

Controlled by larger groups like the Credit Anstalt (of Vienna), Premier
Oil (of London), the Deutsche Bank, Deutsche Erdöl, and Standard, these
large organizations struck the government as suspiciously powerful. In
Russia, Minister of Finance Sergei Witte pushed through foreign invest-
ment, in particular that of the French and British, to benefit industry
even when landowners opposed it.120 In contrast, the Austrian govern-
ment seemed to share the disquiet of those who cursed foreign money
and foreign influence in the exploitation of a natural treasure, a disquiet
that only grew as the fear of imminent European conflict increased.
The turn of the twentieth century was a tumultuous period for Galicia’s

oil industry. Convinced that the key to Galicia’s prosperity was economic
growth, oil producers built up a visible lobby to represent their interests
in Vienna. Producers were able to direct considerable attention to what
came to be known as the “crisis in the oil industry”—a crisis caused not
by dwindling supply, but by an overabundance of oil. By persuasively
connecting their own profits to the greater economic health of the prov-
ince and thus of the empire, producers were able to solicit support from
the government in saving their industry from the devastation they
claimed threatened it. Together, producers and government officials guar-
anteed a new supply of consumers, private and public, whose increased
demand would alleviate price collapse. The government provided the pro-
ducers with the military assistance they needed to avoid making major
concessions to an increasingly vocal and dissatisfied workforce. As long
as the industry’s problems remained the same—disgruntled workers, un-
controllable production, and unstable prices—the steps taken by the gov-
ernment and the producers to alleviate the crisis remained effective. Nei-
ther the producers nor the government that offered to rescue them were
prepared for what the next few years would bring—a sudden and un-
expected decrease in production and a devastating war.
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6

Blood of the Earth

The Crisis of War

The problem of petroleum supply was not universally recognized in 1914,
but it would become one of the great lessons of the First World War—a
war that taught the director of France’s Comité Général du Pétrole that
oil, “the blood of the earth,” was also “the blood of victory.”1 In retro-
spect, it is clear that the great difference in fuel supply between the En-
tente and the Central Powers was one of the former’s fundamental ad-
vantages. Everyone needed oil. Writing shortly before the outbreak of the
Second World War, geologist and jurist Ferdinand Friedensburg argued
that “conducting the war over an extended period without gasoline for
automobiles and airplanes, without oil for lighting in dugouts and on the
homeland’s flat soil, without diesel oil for submarines, and without lu-
bricating oil for the innumerable machines in industry and transportation
would have been unthinkable.”2 Toward the end of the war, Georges
Clemenceau claimed that a drop of oil was worth a drop of soldier’s
blood, but at its outbreak, he dismissed oil’s significance with the (apoc-
ryphal) remark “When I want some oil, I’ll find it at my grocer’s.”3 As
shortsighted as his attitude appears today, it was all too common among
political leaders ill prepared to provide their military colleagues with the
materiel they would need in the event of an extended conflict.

Austria-Hungary entered the war in a position to cover its own petro-
leum needs with production on its own soil. Despite greater production
sums in Romania, during the war itself, the oilfields of Galicia provided
approximately 60 percent of the Central Powers’ petroleum supply.4 What
should have been an advantage to Austria-Hungary’s war effort, however,
was also a disadvantage in its preparations. The fact that Galicia was a
constituent part of the empire and that its oil fields were “domestic”
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masked the fact that they were also terribly remote from those places in
which oil would be most desperately needed during a conflict: the in-
dustrial centers of Bohemia and Lower Austria (including Vienna) and,
even more important, the naval bases on the Adriatic. Austrian consumers
had become confident that oil would always be available in Galicia should
it be worth the trouble to retrieve it, without taking any steps to signif-
icantly reduce how much trouble retrieving it would be. In the years
before the First World War, political, industrial, and military leaders alike
were well aware of the problem of too much oil—the producers’ des-
perate attempts to find consumers and prevent price collapse were well
known. Overproduction had inspired a relatively early conversion to pe-
troleum use in the empire, enabling oil to compete with coal in industry,
the railroads, and the navy. The problem of too little oil, on the other
hand, garnered little attention.

The crisis in the oil industry and concomitant low prices had won new
consumers and encouraged those who otherwise might not have done so
to consider conversion to a source of fuel that appeared to be practically
free in the worst years of price collapse.5 Much had been done to improve
the appeal of petroleum for industrial heating and firing in the period of
rock-bottom prices that made coal look like a luxury in comparison.
Comparisons of the “calorific value” of coal and oil (i.e., how much heat
or power could be generated per unit) suggested that oil and coal were
equally cost-effective when oil cost 3.40 crowns per 100 kilograms.6 If the
oil price rose above that level, coal was more cost-effective; below it, oil
was preferable. When the price of crude oil fell to 0.80 crowns per 100
kilograms in 1909, producers were delighted to find a new market for oil
among the growing number of devotees of internal combustion engines,
especially given that the market for kerosene had flattened. It is perhaps
indicative of how far behind the United States the Austrian Empire was
in terms of industrial use of petroleum that the GLPV could proudly
predict (rather than report) in 1901 that the use of petroleum for fuel
would one day surpass that of kerosene. With their eyes to the west, oil
producers intended to speed up the transition to an industry fueled by
cheap, plentiful petroleum and “considered it [their] task to supply the
engine rooms with this surplus of oil.”7

An entire industrial branch soon developed based on providing new-
style engines to factories interested in switching from coal to petroleum
fuel. The Mödling Boiler Factory argued that oil was far superior in per-
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formance and price to coal and deserved to be called “the most ideal and
best fuel of our time.”8 The Leobersdorfer factory management recalled
the hazards of coal dependence, pointing to the “sad example” of En-
gland, where a protracted national coal strike had brought industry to its
knees in February 1912.9 That same year, Austria’s oil-powered motors
represented a total of 50,000 horsepower (80,000 to 90,000 horsepower
if one included Hungary), and Austria alone had eighty-two power plants
providing municipal and rural electricity that were fitted with diesel mo-
tors.

Nor were industrial concerns the only ones whose interest in oil was
piqued. The Galician producers’ desperate search for new consumers had
come at the same time that the War Ministry was trying to modernize
its navy, having noticed steps taken by the English and Japanese admir-
alties to use oil as the fuel for warships.10 Recognizing how valuable this
new market could be for his province, Minister for Galicia Władysław
Ritter von Dułęba encouraged the War Ministry’s interest in a 1910 re-
port. “The crisis in Galician production caused by the extraordinary rich-
ness of the Galician crude oil terrain (whose value not only for that
province, but for the entire empire is always acknowledged) has led the
imperial royal government to take steps to prevent any further waste of
the crude oil treasures lying dormant under the soil.” Dułęba supported
his argument in favor of naval conversion with comparisons to the suc-
cessful conversion of state railways from coal to fuel oil: “one of the most
important steps to rehabilitating the Galician crude oil industry was the
introduction of crude oil heating on the Galician state railways, which
met with complete technical and economic success.”11 Similarly, he ar-
gued, it was the need for ever-increasing markets, given the bitter struggle
with Standard, that had initially led the imperial Parliament to consider
introducing petroleum on the ships of the Imperial and Royal Navy. It
was of critical importance to the military, he continued, that the Galician
oil supply did not fall into foreign hands. Here Dułęba touched on a
point of weakness of the navy’s fuel supply. Because domestic coal was
not suited for warship use, the navy turned to Great Britain for its coal
stocks. From 1897 to 1904, 98 percent of the navy’s coal was purchased
from British mines.12 This reliance on foreign energy could be corrected
by switching to petroleum: “it is significant, disregarding the advantages
of a technical nature emphasized by experts, that crude oil is a domestic
material, for which reason in a case of emergency the Imperial and Royal
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Navy would be made independent of the need to draw fuel from abroad
(Dardiff coal).” But when the navy took steps to investigate exploiting its
domestic source of energy, it found that this was easier said than done.13

Just as low prices and concern over dependence on coal were winning
new consumers, the government had taken steps to boost crude oil prices
during the 1908–1909 crisis. These measures were not popular among
industrialists who had stepped up to the cutting edge of fuel consump-
tion. By 1910, domestic refiners (who refined not only Galician but also
Romanian oil) represented about 500 million crowns in domestic capital,
employed 18,000 to 20,000 workers, and were responsible for exports
worth 60 million crowns. They argued that they, too, were punished by
measures aimed at hemming Standard and were forced to work at a loss
when the price of their raw material was driven up.14 Those who had
profited from the very sharp decrease in the price of oil were distressed
at the prospect of rising prices buoyed by the state’s large purchases
(which were, after all, intended to have just that effect).15

The government’s action was not solely responsible for the increase in
prices. Just when the state refinery in Drohobycz was completed, just
when the railways had been converted to fuel oil, and just when producers
were eyeing their guaranteed 2.84 crowns per 100 kilograms with relief,
statistics collected by the LVRP began to show that oil production was
slowing. Month after month, Borysław, Tustanowice, and the basin’s other
villages were returning less oil. From 1909 to 1911, Galician production
dropped by 58 percent.16 Not surprisingly, at the same time, the price of
crude oil steadily rose. While the government had contractually ensured
itself a rate that even the producers admitted had been generous at the
time, producers were easily able to sell petroleum to other purchasers for
as much as 4.20 crowns per 100 kilograms in the same period.17 The
government contract, once a gesture of munificence, had become a
burden, and crude oil, once cheaper than coal per calorie, was now more
expensive.

From the perspective of the navy, the rise in prices caused by decreasing
production was only part of the problem. The incredibly high cost of
transporting the oil from where it was unearthed to where it would be
burned was a greater problem still. The difficulty with this domestic
supply of oil stemmed from its location. Galicia was part of the Austro-
Hungarian Empire, but it could hardly have been farther away from the
empire’s major Adriatic seaport, Trieste, or its naval base in Pola. Prime
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Minister Ernest von Koerber’s ambitious plans to use government in-
vestment in infrastructure and economic development to glue together
the empire had come to naught, despite their initial enthusiastic recep-
tion. His proposed second railway route to Trieste was never constructed,
and its lack was lamented too late: only after the outbreak of war in 1914
did the strategic significance of Koerber’s main railroad become clear.18

Nor did the proposed expansion of transportation routes out of Galicia
(the trans-Carpathian railroad and a network of navigable waterways)
ever materialize to connect Galicia directly with Austria-Hungary’s in-
dustrial centers and military bases. Even in the days when the price of
the oil itself had been minimal, the cost of transporting it had been
horrendous.19

Under these conditions, to its immense frustration, the navy found
itself unable to win contracts with domestic refiners (outside of Trieste
and Fiume) who would agree to provide it with the necessary fuels at its
offered price. Naval Commissioner Oskar Lorenz was outraged at the
Naval Administration’s inability to find an affordable source of domestic
oil. During a conference held to discuss the mineral oil industry in Austria
in 1912, he went so far as to hint that the LVRP was actually a dangerous
cartel, setting prices at unreasonable rates. “The prices [for diesel oil] are
so high that a consideration of domestic industry is not possible.”20 David
Fanto, one of Austria’s most prominent refiners, explained that refineries
north of Trieste and Fiume were at a disadvantage because of the high
cost of transportation. Their cost to deliver to Pola was 3.5 crowns per
100 kilograms higher than to deliver to Oderberg.21 His colleague, Julius
Priester, added that the freight costs from Drohobycz to Trieste for fuel
oil were as high as those for lighting oil, although the latter was still a
much more valuable product.22

It may therefore come as a surprise that the navy should have con-
tinued to express interest in Galician oil, especially since the conservatism
of the navy had hindered advances in the powering of its vessels in the
past.23 Undaunted by its reputation for obsolescence, in the early twen-
tieth century, Austria-Hungary turned its attention to building up a pow-
erful fleet. Amid growing popular support for a strong Austrian presence
in the Mediterranean, the Austrian Navy League was founded in 1904.
Like the German Navy League upon which it was modeled, the Austrian
Navy League supported the contention, championed by the American
admiral Alfred Thayer Mahan, that only a naval power could be a great



178 Blood of the Earth

power. In 1909, the navy proudly announced its plan to launch a new
period of modernization.24 Across Europe, naval strategists recognized
that a modern navy was a petroleum-driven navy.

No country was more enthusiastic about the potential of petroleum
than Great Britain. Starting with Winston Churchill’s appointment as first
lord of the admiralty in 1911, Great Britain’s navy found itself headed by
one of petroleum’s most influential champions. Churchill argued that the
technical advantages of oil over coal (e.g., greater speed, the more efficient
employment of human labor, and the ability to refuel at sea) warranted
the risks in securing a supply from foreign sources.25 Spurred on by re-
ports that the Germans were building ocean liners powered by oil and
that the German navy had plans to experiment with internal combustion
engines, Churchill sought the cooperation of the founder of Shell, Marcus
Samuel. Samuel wrote to Admiral John Fisher (first sea lord from October
1904 to January 1910 and later the leader of Churchill’s Royal Commis-
sion on Fuel Oil), “The development of the internal combustion engine
is the greatest the world has ever seen for so surely as I write these lines
it will supersede steam,” an opinion Churchill himself came to share.26

Fisher, to whom Churchill turned regularly for council,27 wrote to Chur-
chill, “When a cargo steamer can save 78 percent in fuel and gain 30
percent in cargo space by the adoption of internal combustion propulsion
and practically get rid of stokers and engineers—it is obvious what a
prodigious change is at our doors with oil!”28 As important as gains in
fuel efficiency and space were the four to five knots in increased speed
that would come with a conversion to fuel oil. Fisher encouraged Chur-
chill to “remember the recipe for jugged hare in Mrs. Glasse’s Cookery
Book! ‘First catch your hare!’ ”29 The British navy had fifty-six destroyers
and seventy-four submarines that ran on petroleum even before Chur-
chill’s naval programs of 1912, 1913, and 1914 created a fleet of new
petroleum-powered battleships.30 Nor was the navy Great Britain’s only
military consumer of oil. Continuing investment in and expansion of a
fleet of motorized vehicles enabled Great Britain to prove by the end of
the First World War that reliance on railways was inferior to access to a
fleet of more flexible motor vehicles.31 Here, too, Britain took the lead.
British Expeditionary Forces could take advantage of the services of 827
automobiles and 15 motorcycles at the outset of the war, but by No-
vember 1918 the British army had 56,000 trucks, 23,000 automobiles, and
34,000 motorcycles.32
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Germany required gasoline for stationary engines, automobiles, and
airplanes, as well as diesel oil for trains and ships.33 Similarly, Austria-
Hungary dramatically increased its naval dependence on oil in the last
years before the war. By 1910, a dozen 110-ton coastal torpedo boats
burning oil instead of coal were operational. Starting with the Erzherzog
Ferdinand Max, all Austro-Hungarian battleships were equipped to burn
oil.34 In January 1909, the submarine station in Pola was officially opened.
Several months later, in August 1909, the first Austro-Hungarian sub-
marine, the U4, was put in service, proudly fueled by two petroleum
motors of three hundred horsepower each.35 By 1914, the Austro-
Hungarian navy boasted six submarines, all of which required petroleum
fuel or gasoline.36 The petroleum-burning motors themselves were objects
of fascination on these new boats: when the new fleet inspector visited
the U5 in October 1912, an explanation of the operation of its gasoline
motor formed a prominent part of his tour.37

Because of the high costs of transport from Galicia, in the prewar
period, the supply of fuel oil needed to run the navy was provided almost
exclusively from overseas or from Romania.38 But as Austria-Hungary’s
military commanders prepared for a possible European conflict, their
concern about state control over industries of strategic importance grew.
Just as the Ministry for Public Works preferred to have Austrian citizens
control Austrian oil fields, so did the Ministry of War prefer to supply
the Austro-Hungarian army and navy with Austrian oil. Despite earlier
rebuttals, the Ministry of War looked with renewed interest at the oil
fields of Galicia. In May 1914, the Naval Section reported to the Imperial
and Royal Sea Arsenal Command in Pola that it was again considering
purchasing gasoline and submarine fuel from the state refinery in Dro-
hobycz.39

At the same time, the army also voiced concern over the empire’s
ability to secure access to oil as necessary. At the outset of the war, the
army’s Department 5/M demanded that “the great quantities of gasoline
that the army requires in case of war must be guaranteed within the
borders of the empire” and that depots be established throughout both
halves of the empire. At the same time, it warned of the vulnerability of
the Galician oil fields because of their proximity to the Russian Empire
and recommended “a sufficient securing of the crude oil sources and
refineries in Galicia, which find themselves in an exposed position.”40

Some historians have argued against concentrating exclusively on the
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Loading gasoline for war automobiles. New technologies required secure
sources of oil for the military. (Reproduced by permission of the
Österreichisches Staatsarchiv, Kriegsarchiv.)

Balkans as the fulcrum of prewar conflict and ignoring the role that Ga-
licia played in exacerbating tensions between Austria-Hungary and
Russia.41 It was clear to both Russia and Austria-Hungary that Galicia’s
location would make it an important military theater in the event of a
conflict between the two empires.42 Austro-Hungarian officials, including
joint finance minister Baron István Burián and Austrian prime minister
Karl Count Stürgkh, recognized the strategic significance not only of Ga-
licia’s location, but also of its residents. Given that both empires shared
large Polish- and Ukrainian-speaking populations, these could be—and
would be—played against one another in a complicated game of pre-
venting insurrection at home and promoting it abroad. Irredentists agi-
tating within Galicia for an independent Poland, on the one side, and an
independent Ukraine, on the other, represented a greater threat to Russia
than to Austria-Hungary. If Ukrainian nationalists, free to speak and or-
ganize within the constitutional structure of Austria, were successful in
separating Ukraine from the Russian Empire, Russia stood to lose 76
percent of its iron ore production, 78 percent of its coal production, and
significant portions of its oil, wheat, rye, and barley production.43 Burián,
who “regarded the ‘Ukrainian bogey’ as far more crucial in determining
Russia’s attitude to the Monarchy than ‘secondary’ Balkan issues,” sug-
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gested that if Austria could guarantee an end to Polish and Ukrainian
nationalism in Galicia, this might suffice to convince Russia to remain
neutral in a Balkan conflict.44

More common within the upper echelons of the monarchy’s admin-
istration, however, were plans to employ Polish and Ukrainian nation-
alism against their Russian rival, both before and during the war. There
was no doubt in the Austrian administration’s mind that Poles would be
loyal to Austria over Russia in the event of a conflict between the two
empires, but they were not as certain about the sentiments of the Ruthe-
nian population. Even after the prominent Ruthenian parliamentary del-
egate Mykola Ritter von Vasylko assured the readers of the Neue Freie
Presse that Ruthenians would remain loyal to Austria in the event of a
Russo-Austrian war, concern that Ruthenians were vulnerable to anti-
Austrian propaganda flowing out of Russia remained.

Throughout the early twentieth century, Galicia’s sizeable Ruthenian
population was a common target for pro-Russian propaganda. As tension
between Russia and Austria-Hungary mounted in the wake of the an-
nexation of Bosnia-Herzegovina in 1908, Austrian officials were increas-
ingly concerned by what they feared could become widespread Russophile
tendencies within the Ruthenian population. They were alarmed by “the
grave security risk posed by Pan-Orthodox, Slavophile propaganda pro-
moted by nationalist circles in Russia close to the Tsarist regime and
operating amongst the Ruthene peasants of eastern Galicia.”45 Steps taken
by the government to encourage Poles to grant the Ruthenians conces-
sions in Galicia were thus not made on the basis of sympathy for the
Ruthenians, but rather out of a calculated attempt to guarantee that na-
tionalist Ukrainians would not become a fifth column working on behalf
of the Russians. As Stürgkh wrote to Hungarian prime minister István
Count Tisza shortly after the “Galician compromise” of January 1914, “If
the situation there [in Galicia] is secure, then something has really been
won for the monarchy vis-à-vis Russia and its politics.”46 From 1909
onwards, Prime Minister Stürgkh became an enthusiastic advocate of a
Ukrainian university, increased subsidies for cultural and educational in-
stitutions such as the Shevchenko Society, and a reform of the curial
Galician electoral system.47 Constitutional guarantees and electoral priv-
ileges did not go unnoticed by the Russian government; Russian officials
suspected that Austria not only tolerated but even encouraged nationalist
agitation in Galicia at Russian expense.48

When the war broke out, conquering eastern Galicia became one of
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Russia’s primary war aims. Only control over that territory would enable
it to eliminate the Ukrainian nationalism it had so fervently opposed
within its own borders in what threatened to become a Ukrainian Pied-
mont next door.49 Likewise, Austria encouraged its Ruthenian subjects to
spread news of the pleasures and freedoms of constitutional rule among
Ukrainians on the eastern side of the international border. In August
1914, the Austrians were faced with the demands of Ukrainian nationalists
for autonomy within the empire. The only way to retain the support of
Ukrainian nationalists would be to promise them some sort of autonomy
once the war was won—a concession that would only be able to overcome
Polish resistance if it were combined with a promise for an enlarged
Polish province to include Congress Poland and western Galicia after a
defeat of Russia.50 Thus, within a month of the war’s outbreak, Galicia
and its reorganization had become central to the planning of imperial
authorities who recognized the need to secure the continued loyalty of a
population they had too often neglected. The division of Galicia along
nationalist lines, enabling the creation of an expanded Polish national
political unit, as well as a Ukrainian national political unit, became a
wartime strategy designed to strengthen domestic support in Austria and,
in turn, weaken it in Russia. All of these plans were based on the idea
that the Central Powers would be able—with the help of the Poles—to
wrest control of Congress Poland away from Russia. They would all come
to naught if Russia were able instead to gain control of Galicia for itself.

Galicia’s proximity to Russia made it and its oil supply particularly
vulnerable to invasion. This, combined with transportation difficulties
exacerbated by the outbreak of the First World War, only made Galicia
seem more distant from oil’s prime markets than ever before. In July
1914, during the last hours of peace, the Ministry for Public Works, which
was in charge of the Imperial Royal Mineral Oil Factory in Drohobycz,
suggested that in times of “deteriorating political relations”—and cer-
tainly July 1914 qualified as such—the state refinery could send fuel oil
to the Adriatic via rail. Once again negotiations foundered on transpor-
tation difficulties and the Naval Department of the Ministry of War’s
confidence that the fuel oil needs of the navy were easily covered by
current stocks.51 According to the Sea Arsenal Headquarters in Pola, gas-
oline and diesel oil were cheaper from Drohobycz than from Trieste or
Fiume even given high transportation costs. The problem was not pri-
marily the cost, but rather the logistical difficulty caused by the distance.52



The Crisis of War 183

In addition, since the Ministry of War was required to purchase the same
amount of refined petroleum products from Hungarian as from Austrian
sources, and since the Hungarians’ oil was provided in free tanks, Hun-
garian sources were more attractive than those in Galicia.53 Thus the
Ministry of War entered the war with the Trieste and Fiume refineries as
its only prearranged sources for refined oil products, although large por-
tions of the crude on which they were dependent came from neutral
Romania.

The decision not to build a second railway line from the northern part
of the empire to Trieste and the decision not to collect stocks of oil near
naval bases both point to the general conviction among Austria-
Hungary’s war planners (as well as those of all the other belligerents) that
the war would be short, a mistake that historians have long acknowledged
to have been very costly.54 This error had devastating consequences in the
empire’s fuel preparedness. According to one historian, “The most im-
portant prerequisite for the maintenance of the k.u.k. Navy’s ability to
act proved to be its sufficient supply with engine fuel. . . . The need for
these materials—because of numerous new assignments which were given
to the navy—increased to an unanticipated degree compared to peace-
time demand. Since no one had anticipated a longer duration for the war,
the stored supplies of these fuels were insufficient for longer-lasting fleet
operations from the very beginning.”55

Before the war, the annual oil consumption of the Austro-Hungarian
navy was approximately 16,000 to 20,000 tons.56 The navy had stocks of
fuel and gas oil that, combined, amounted to 32,000 tons, but only 200
tons of the gasoline required by submarines and airplanes.57 It therefore
could have reasonably assumed that, at the current rate of use, its fuel
and gas oil stocks would last for two years, much longer than anyone
expected a war to last. So, although the naval command anticipated that
war would break out, that Italy would enter the conflict on the other
side, and that, in the event of war, its fuel supply needs would increase,
none of this caused too much distress.58 This same lack of concern was
manifested in the provisioning of the naval port at Pola. Not only were
no steps taken to ensure sufficient stocks of petroleum, but there was
also no attention paid to constructing adequate docks or living quarters
for navy personnel, lacks that were sorely felt when the war had com-
menced.59

Although it was Germany’s experiments with oil that had initially
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started the naval fuel race, Germany’s conversion never approached the
thoroughness of that achieved by Great Britain, in part because of an
anticipation of the difficulty of securing access to sufficient oil. Its High
Seas Fleet remained primarily coal driven throughout the entire war. Al-
though oil burners had been installed in forty-eight destroyers, even mod-
ernized ships were only partly adapted to the new fuel: if three boilers
were installed on a cruiser, one would be petroleum fueled and the other
two would use coal. Although Germany’s navy may have recognized the
strategic superiority of oil over coal, it did not have the luxury of allies
with enormous domestic oil reserves. Germany and Austria-Hungary had
airplanes, trucks, armored cars, and ships with oil-burning engines, but,
compared with the Allies, they also had an acute shortage of fuel. Ger-
many’s annual consumption of oil before the war had been 1,250,000
tons, of which 77 percent came from the United States and 3 percent
from Russia. This 80 percent would no longer be available after the out-
break of a European conflict. The remaining 20 percent, drawn from
Romania and Galicia, did not seem to be enough to support a petroleum-
based fleet.60

Austria-Hungary did its part to supply the German military with the
oil it did need. Romania’s ban on petroleum exports denied both Ger-
many and Austria-Hungary access to Romanian oil until an agreement
could be reached in December 1914.61 Completely dependent on its ally
for oil, Germany persuaded Austria-Hungary to supply mineral oil prod-
ucts at the request of the German government even after all other oil
exports from the empire had been forbidden.62 As the German navy grew
desperate for oil to power its submarines, the occasional exception was
contractually transformed into regular deliveries of 10,000 tons a month.63

In order to meet its own petroleum needs and to fulfill its contractual
obligations to Germany, the Austro-Hungarian Ministry of War was
obliged to find a way to get oil out of Galicia and into its own storage
tanks.

Shortly after the war broke out, the Austro-Hungarian Ministry of War
became much more interested in Drohobycz. Already in the first week of
August it purchased fuel oil for test runs of the new Danube monitors.64

Four weeks later, on 3 September 1914, the navy requested another 700
cisterns (7,000 tons) of fuel oil for various ships and boats to be sent to
Pola, at a rate of 300 to 400 tons a week. Neither the high price of 7.85
crowns per 100 kilograms (excluding transport costs) nor the requirement
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that purchasers provide their own tanks for delivery deterred the navy.
Recognizing the need for a cost-effective supply of oil, the Ministry of
Finance decided to allow tax-free preparation of fuel oil for naval use
only for the duration of the war.65 At the same time, the navy purchased
gasoline for submarines at a cost of 37 crowns per 100 kilograms.66 These
short-term contracts bound the Ministry for Public Works to supply oil
at unfavorable prices; news of imminent military disaster in Galicia drove
prices up faster than contracts could be renegotiated.67 The absence of
qualified workers after mobilization and the onset of an economic de-
pression only exacerbated producers’ inability (and reluctance) to pro-
duce large quantities of oil; drilling activity nearly ceased altogether.68

Crude oil prices threatened to rise indiscriminately. Offered the option
to purchase 50,000 tons of crude oil from a Borysław producer eager to
unload his stocks before being forced to evacuate the region, the Ministry
of War considered the suggested price of 10 crowns per 100 kilograms
exorbitant. It forwarded the offer to the Ministries of Commerce and
Public Works, requesting that they “take the necessary steps to prevent
the anticipated enormous price hikes” (without specifying what those
steps would be).69 Despite unfavorable prices, the Ministry of War had
no choice but to negotiate.

By mid-September 1914, the military situation in the province had
become urgent. Bad news from the Russian front forced the navy to speed
up its attempts to secure several months’ worth of petroleum from Ga-
licia. “Since, given the current situation, the shipment of this fuel appears
absolutely necessary, and the same is most urgently needed by the navy,”
the navy decided to purchase oil from any refinery willing to sell it rather
than limiting itself to the Drohobycz state refinery.70

But it was too late to secure any significant stocks of oil from Galicia.
The Russian army captured Drohobycz and Borysław on 6 September
and the rest of the oil basin on 13 September.71 For the next eight months,
until the Central Powers ended the Russian occupation of the province
by breaking through the Russian line at Gorlice in May 1915, Galicia’s
oil fields, pipelines, wells, and storage reservoirs were all under the control
of the Russian army. The operation of the state refinery in Drohobycz
ceased immediately.72 Soon after the loss of the Galician oil fields, the
government took steps to deal with an inevitable oil crisis. The Ministry
of Railways demanded that all exports of petroleum products be pre-
vented, that domestic demand be assessed, and that this demand be com-
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pared with the available supply. After collection of all the necessary in-
formation, measures would have to be taken to secure the systematic
provision of the military, then other state organs (including the railways),
and then private operations. This would only be feasible, the ministry
argued, if all mineral oils were requisitioned, and it recommended setting
up a state-controlled petroleum Zentrale (Exchange) to regulate its dis-
tribution, a step that was not taken until October 1916.73

The delay in setting up a central body to coordinate petroleum acqui-
sition and distribution was mirrored by similar delays in other sectors.
Centralization of mobilization in general was hindered by a fear that it
would not be politically acceptable to Hungarians. This concern led to a
tripartite administration of mobilization machinery. Following the German
model, Zentralen should have been the spine of civilian war organization,
but in many sectors of the Austrian economy, they were simply founded
too late. Even when the Petroleum Exchange was founded, it was not
permitted to take full responsibility for all petroleum procurement and
distribution, but rather shared this task with the Ministry of War and
other government agencies.74 Because of this shared responsibility, the
Ministry of War joked that the Zentralen should actually be called De-
zentralen. But the decentralization of the centrals was no joking matter.
The Petroleum Exchange failed to guarantee adequate supplies of materiel
to the War Ministry and was not even able to prevent price hikes, since
it did not have jurisdiction over all the oil fields in the monarchy.75

forced to embark on a multifaceted plan to secure access to petroleum.
Transport tanks had been sequestered by the government at the war’s
outset, and bans on exports of gasoline and heavy lubricating oil had
been introduced in August 1914.76 On 5 October 1914, a more extensive
ban forbade all exports of any mineral oils (the only exception was ex-
ports to Germany).77 In late November, the military administration req-
uisitioned all stocks of refined petroleum products, restricting sales to
civilians and private companies until after the needs of the military had
been met. Shortages of kerosene affected all of the empire’s cities, partic-
ularly in the cold winter of 1914–1915, when nights were long and prices
for kerosene reached sixty-two crowns in Austria and ninety crowns in
Hungary.78 The mayor’s office in Vienna took immediate notice of the

Public Works to make supplying Viennese civilians with petroleum a top
end of the Russian occupation of Galicia and begged the Ministry of

In the absence of centralized control over oil, the Ministry of War was
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priority.79 In order to monitor availability of refined products, on 18
November 1914, all Austrian and Hungarian refineries were required to
divulge their stocks of airplane gasoline, crude oil, diesel oil, and other
refined products by 30 November.80 Without access to Galician oil, how-
ever, none of these measures would prove sufficient for long. Although
Austria-Hungary was finally able to reach an agreement with Romania
that allowed for the export of Romanian oil in 1915, Austrian imports
from Romania that year reached only 280 tons.81

When the Galician oil fields were recovered in May 1915 and the
damage done by the Russian occupation was assessed, the Ministry of
War breathed a sigh of relief. When the Russians marched into the prov-
ince, they set off a chain reaction in which thousands of Galicians chose
to leave their homes rather than endure the notoriously brutal treatment
of Russian troops. The roads were flooded with refugees, seeking—but
unlikely to find—food, work, and safety in Vienna or elsewhere in the
monarchy. The refugees’ fears were justified. The Russian occupying
forces’ policies stood in stark contrast to prewar attempts on the part of
the Viennese administration to win friends in eastern Galicia by sup-
porting Ukrainian cultural development. Eastern Galicia was officially
considered a “Russian province restored to the fatherland” and became
the site of an intensive Russification program, to which both Poles and
Ruthenians were subjugated. Polish and Ruthenian schools were closed;
only Russian-language teaching was tolerated.82 The Russian forces’ at-
tacks on the Greek Catholic Church began the moment they occupied
the city of Lviv on 22 August 1914. Eastern Orthodox clergy were sent
in to convert Greek Catholic Ruthenians, and the metropolitan of the
Greek Catholic Church, Count Andrei Sheptyts’kyi, was placed under
house arrest and subsequently deported to Russia. Later, Greek Catholic
priests, as well as members of the secular intelligentsia, were rounded
up by Russian military forces and sent into exile. The total number of
Galicians deported to Russia and Siberia reached into the tens of
thousands.83 The occupying administration tried to replace Polish and
Ukrainian with Russian throughout the educational system.84 According
to one Ukrainian historian, Russian soldiers organized pogroms in both
Drohobycz and Borysław within a fortnight of gaining control of the
region.85

In a study of the problems surrounding Ukrainian subjects of the Rus-
sian Empire under German occupation, Geoff Eley has suggested that the
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war created a “demographic earthquake” because of its massive civilian
casualties, epidemics of influenza and other diseases that prey on the
vulnerable, and migrations that disrupted work patterns. Reflecting on
the gravity of the damage done to Ruthenian and Polish subjects of the
Austrian Empire who had to endure the Russian occupation of 1914–
1915, Eley argues that the lasting effects of this occupation can be seen
in the weakness of local regimes as they attempted, unsuccessfully, to
create viable independent states in the aftermath of the war.86

During their retreat, the Russians took the opportunity to wreak con-
siderable damage on large portions of the oil fields. Commandos of Rus-
sian soldiers burned down 229 out of 319 existing derricks (the vast
majority of which were constructed of wood).87 The Russians also de-
stroyed all of the fire-extinguishing equipment in the region.88 They set
forty-two of seventy-nine productive wells in Tustanowice on fire, but
did not touch a single well in Borysław.89 Stranger still, they left most of
the refineries and transfer sites undisturbed. The oil fields did not seem
to have been prime targets of Russian aggression, and the wholesale de-
struction of the oil fields expected by their owners did not occur. During
over eight months of occupation, the Russians did not dip substantially
into local oil stocks.90 When the Russian retreat began in May 1915, Ga-
lician storage tanks contained 830,000 tons of oil. Some of these were set
aflame during the retreat, giving Austrian soldiers in the region the op-
portunity to shoot some of the more dramatic photographs in the Min-
istry of War’s Picture Collection.91 Nevertheless, after the Russians were
gone, about 480,000 tons of crude oil remained to be reclaimed by their
rightful owners.92

This should not imply that no damage was done. Because of a near-
total cessation in production and the partial destruction of reservoirs by
fire, Austria had access to an estimated one million tons of oil less than
it would have had had Galicia not been lost.93 Friedensburg suggested that
the Russians could have inflicted far greater damages if they had syste-
matically set about destroying the oil fields: “This effect would have been
doubtless much greater—perhaps even decisive for the war effort—if the
retreating Russian troops had burned all the stocks and thoroughly de-
stroyed the installations. They certainly had the time and the technical
possibility to do so, and the loss of at least another million tons would
have been a major blow to the Central Powers.”94 Friedensburg could
only explain the Russians’ failure to make the most of this opportunity
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Burning oil wells in Borysław. The War Ministry records damage done by the
retreating Russian army. (Reproduced by permission of the Österreichisches
Staatsarchiv, Kriegsarchiv.)

by positing a general ignorance of the strategic importance of petroleum
fuel supply during the First World War.

The military went to great lengths to secure tighter control over Galicia
and its oil fields now that they had been regained. With the breakthrough
at Gorlice, a fair and competent governing of the province once again
became a hot topic, and the Army High Command (AOK) increased
pressure on the emperor to create a military administration of Galicia.
The head of the Second Army, Field Marshal Eduard Böhm-Ermolli, sub-
mitted a request to the Military Chancellery to attend to the AOK’s re-
quest promptly. In it, he wrote, “A spirit of order, justice, and fairness
must rule in this land, in great part very rich in natural endowments, but
very poor in reality. A spirit that, above all, thinks black-yellow Austrian
and speaks Polish-Ruthenian, a spirit that is politically absolutely neutral
and economically independent. Considering all of the above, it is my
deepest conviction that only a k.u.k. general who is neither Pole nor
Ruthene can be called upon to represent such a new spirit at the head of
this sorely tried land.”95

In advocating military control, the AOK hoped to prevent the return
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of Polish hegemony in the largely Ruthenian areas of eastern Galicia,
thereby reducing alleged Russophile sentiments that the AOK feared
would make Ruthenian subjects disloyal to Austria.96 Fears of Russophile
sentiments among Austria’s Ruthenian subjects, though not well founded,
were common among both civilian and military authorities within
Austria-Hungary. On 3 August 1914, all of the political parties repre-
senting Ruthenians in the empire formed the general Ukrainian Council,
which declared that “the victory of the Austrian-Hungarian monarchy
will be our victory, and the greater the defeat of Russia, the sooner will
come the hour of Ukrainian liberation.”97 Such protestations of loyalty
notwithstanding, fear of Russophile tendencies remained high. In the
hope that the military could gain control of the situation, the emperor
approved the AOK’s request, and on 19 July 1915, Viceroy Witold Kor-
ytowski resigned and was replaced by General Hermann von Colard—
the first non-Pole to head the administration of Galicia in half a century.98

The introduction of military law was intended to reduce national ten-
sions, but it also gave the military command closer control over the oil
region and its products. The Ministry of War was confronted by demands
for increased supplies of petroleum from all sides, military and civilian,
including the Vienna Magistrate’s Office, which reproached the Ministry
of War for denying the civilian population kerosene all winter.99 To meet
its own fuel needs more efficiently, the government requisitioned all crude
oil as soon as it reached the earth’s surface in a decree dated 10 August
1915.100 To ensure compliance, on 18 December 1915, the minister of
commerce required that any companies that produced mineral oil prod-
ucts had to report their supply on 1 January 1916 and from then submit
semimonthly reports of any growth or decrease in the same.101 Refined
petroleum products could only be bought or sold with permission from
the Ministry of Agriculture or of Commerce. At the same time, price
ceilings were set for all petroleum products.102 On 31 May 1916, the Min-
istry of War took over the Limanowa refinery (previously controlled by
a French company) and placed it under its own administration.103

These measures eliminated any financial incentive producers would
have had to continue extracting oil, not to mention pursuing costly
drilling or exploration activities. Galicia’s military administrators tried to
prevent production from dropping with threats of monetary fines and
imprisonment for those who shut down their companies. Petroleum pro-
ducers did not hesitate to point out that these measures forced them to
produce at a loss. The government justified its decision:
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For quite some time, due to the events of the war, the crude oil pro-

duced in the Galician oil region could not be made available for refining

of the products . . . that are indispensable for the conduct of the war,

the running of railways, industry, agriculture, and general consumption,

so that a bitter shortage of more or less all mineral oil products set in.

After driving out the enemy from this region, it was therefore a dictate

of the most pressing necessity to take measures so that not only the

crude oil stocks, but also ongoing crude oil production could be refined

as quickly as possible and in the most efficient manner. . . . In order to

reach the above goals under the extraordinary circumstances prevailing

at the time, a measure had to be taken through which the crude oil,

while completely safeguarding all entitled interests, was withdrawn from

the free market and placed under the disposition of the state.104

Providing sufficient oil workers for Galician production companies was
another part of the military’s attempt to keep production going at a steady
pace. The Ministry of War tried to support the oil industry by exempting
oil workers from military duty, beginning in the first months of the war.
From the start, the Ministry of War tried to balance its need for soldiers
with the need for trained workers to keep the oil fields running. The
army observed a labor shortage in Galicia after the outbreak of the war
with care. The Ministry of War reported to the Front High Command
on 12 August 1914:

In the interests of providing the army with gasoline, it appears necessary

to maintain drilling operations in the oil region. Due to the calling up

of the Landsturm [the Austrian reserve], many of the qualified workers

serving there have departed, so that individual companies had to be

shut down. This undesirable circumstance could be alleviated in that

the Landsturm formations from Galicia and Bukovina would collect

workers qualified for oil work and set up separate divisions in Cracow,

Przemyśl, and Lviv that could then be used for the maintenance of these

companies.105

The Imperial Royal Ministry of National Defense passed on the Ministry
of Labor’s report that it was possible that several companies in the oil
districts in Galicia would close down. The Ministry of National Defense
pointed out that “this measure would not only touch on a vital interest
of the army leadership, but it is also easily possible that the fired workers
would endanger the oil wells.”106 In order to prevent this disaster, the
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Ministry of War suggested “laying claim to such operations for the pur-
poses of the army administration, on the basis of the war production law,
in order to keep them running.”107 The importance of protecting the oil
fields justified maintaining five companies in the Borysław basin to guard
them, even though these same soldiers were needed elsewhere.108 When
the Front High Command called the troops away, Department 5/M in-
sisted that they be sent back immediately. In late August, the Ministry of
Commerce itself intervened to ensure that 250 soldiers would be sent
back to Borysław to support the 50 gendarmes and reservists still there.109

Maintaining order in the region became even more difficult when ru-
mors of impending Russian victory began to circulate, leading to requests
for more troops to guard the state refinery in Drohobycz and the oil
depot: “The moral impression on the population due to the exposure of
the refinery would also be significant. For this reason, an arming of
workers for guard duty would be an insufficient measure, above all be-
cause of lack of people, as well as the unreliability of such a guard.”110

After the Russian occupation was over, the Ministry of War continued to
receive requests for relief from military duty from workers in the oil
industry, many of which were accepted.111 In a further gesture of favor
toward oil producers, the government took special care to ensure that
they continued to have access to iron, an increasingly rare commodity.112

In December 1916, four months after Romania had declared war on
Austria-Hungary, the German army was able to capture the Romanian
oil fields. Hoping to secure access to vast quantities of Romanian oil, the
Germans found that the British had set fire to the oil wells and refineries,
destroying seventy refineries and eight hundred thousand tons of crude
oil and refined products in a vindictive (and very effective) blaze. It took
nearly half a year of recovery and reconstruction work before the oil fields
could be made productive, and even then they returned only one-third
of their 1914 production.113 Dozens of oil workers and engineers from
Borysław were sent to Romania to take part in the reconstruction efforts,
a measure that met with the energetic resistance of the Ministry for Public
Works, which claimed that “a withdrawal of even the smallest number of
workers would lead to a disruption of operations, which in the case of
productive drill holes would have the effect of a loss of crude oil pro-
duction. This must be avoided at all costs in the interests of the conduct
of the war.”114

Despite demands that all workers, in particular skilled workers, be
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treated as vitally necessary, the government did not actually do everything
in its power to provide the industry with the workers it needed. Appar-
ently one concern overrode its fear of oil shortages: fear of enemy aliens
in Galicia, even if they had been working in the oil industry for decades.
As the Russians had marched ever deeper into Galicia in 1914, tens of
thousands of Galicians had marched out, including many owners of oil
companies and their employees. After the occupation was over, they
wished to return to Galicia, assess the damage to their wells and instal-
lations, and take advantage of the immense demand for petroleum by
continuing production. This required obtaining travel permission from
the Ministry of War. Although innkeepers, secretaries, and office workers
who had Austrian passports were quickly given approval to return to
Galicia, those among Galicia’s most prominent oilmen who held foreign
passports were less fortunate.115

Jacob Perkins, for example, who had been born in Canada sometime
around 1855, had come to Galicia in 1885, and had worked there for the
following thirty years, was employed as the director of the Galician Pe-
troleum Production Company. His sons, Herbert and Carl, were also
employed in the oil industry and were each married to Austrian subjects.
Like many of their colleagues, Perkins and his sons had fled the advancing
Russian troops, traveling first to Zakopane and then moving on to Vienna
in November 1914. Perkins was desperately needed back in Humniska by
his employers, who wished to recommence production. Given the dire
shortage of skilled oilmen in the province, his application for travel doc-
uments was supported not only by the Vienna Floridsdorf Mineral Oil
Factory Company, but also by the Railway Ministry. The Ministry of
Labor requested a recommendation from the District Mining Office in
Jasło, which reported that Perkins––whose first name it spelled “Jakob”
was reliable and trustworthy. To demonstrate his loyalty, the Ministry for
Public Works pointed out that Herbert volunteered at the Imperial and
Royal Automobile Repair Workshop in Bielitz for the Red Cross. After
due consideration of all of these factors, the Ministry of War denied
Perkins’s application because, born in Canada, he was a British subject.116

Perkins’s son Carl fared little better. Despite the energetic petitions of
the Carpathian Company, as well as the support of the Imperial Royal
Provincial Mining Office in Cracow, the Ministry of War rejected his
application “on principle.”117 His Austrian wife could offer him no assis-
tance in this matter: according to Austrian law, female Austrians who
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married foreigners living in Austria were subsequently considered to be
foreign, as were their children.118 The Perkins family disappears from the
records after the First World War, but one can assume that their attempts
to endear themselves to the Austrian Ministry of War, prove their “reli-
ability,” and continue producing oil for the Austrian war effort would
not have endeared them to the British or Canadian authorities in the
war’s aftermath.

Fear of enemy influence in Galicia extended beyond foreign citizens
within the empire’s borders. In 1916, any correspondence caught by the
censor that contained offers to sell Galician oil terrain to foreigners was
confiscated, because “it is not in the interest of the Galician oil industry
that foreign capital of unknown origin should participate in it.”119 The
discovery of English-language pamphlets promoting investment in Gali-
cian oil-bearing real estate that were sent from Copenhagen to Wacław
Wolski in Lviv only deepened pervading insecurity. The pamphlets’ con-
clusion caused particular alarm: “Should it come under Russian admin-
istration, however, then the value of this property will be practically
limitless.”120 In 1917, the Ministry for Public Works decided that all in-
tercepted letters containing offers to neutral foreigners to sell Galician oil
fields should be confiscated and sent to the Ministry for Public Works in
the original. No foreign interest in oil fields, not even from neutral parties,
could be tolerated.121

In the last months of the war, the nationality of Austrian citizens had
become as problematic as that of interested outsiders, leading to a public
relations fiasco in the oil basin regarding Polish legionnaires. On 16 Au-
gust 1914, the AOK had approved the creation of two Polish legions in
Galicia (one western and one eastern), to be commanded by Austrian
generals of Polish descent. In so doing, the AOK hoped to redirect Polish
national patriotism to the empire and to “put an end to the Polish ‘na-
tional independence movement.’ ” Led by Józef Piłsudski, champion of
Polish independence, the western Legion’s First Brigade was openly con-
temptuous of Austria and promoted Polish nationalism.122 In August and
September 1915, recruitment was briefly extended to Russian Poland. In
July 1917, a proposal to subordinate the legions to the German army was
rejected by Piłsudski, who was subsequently arrested by the Germans,
marking the official end of sanctioned First Brigade activity. At that time,
some members of the First Brigade were arrested, and others (including
eight riflemen from Borysław) were labeled “politically suspect” and
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shipped off to the Italian front. Some made their escape, taking refuge in
the oil fields of Borysław, where rumor had it that labor was scarce and
papers not obligatory. Arriving there with nothing, they were provided
with housing and an opportunity to earn their bread.123

A second wave of legionnaires came to the oil basin in February and
March 1918. After a peace treaty between the Central Powers and the
Ukrainian Council was signed at Brest-Litovsk in February 1918 that
granted independence to a new Ukrainian state that would contain ter-
ritory considered Polish by Polish irredentists, protests broke out
throughout Galicia (including Borysław) among Poles who called this a
“fourth partition of Poland.”124 In defiance of the treaty, General Józef
Haller, formerly commander of the Second Brigade (the only surviving
remnant of the ill-fated eastern legion), led the Polish Auxiliary Corps
across the Austrian border and into independent Ukraine. Those legion-
naires who were left on the Austrian side of the border, now representing
a renegade paramilitary body, realized their vulnerability and sought to
hide under cover. Józef Partyk, a legionnaire who had himself escaped
from Russian imprisonment to Borysław, recalled many years later that
the legionnaires found themselves welcomed with open arms by the pop-
ulation of the oil region. A committee for the protection of Polish soldiers
was established to hide legionnaires until they could be brought away to
safety; civilian clothes and papers were found for those who wished to
stay in Borysław openly. Legionnaires easily found positions at the oil
wells working for sympathetic employers.125

Haller’s mutiny made Austria even more suspicious of the loyalty of
all Poles, in particular the legionnaires. That many had turned to the oil
fields did not escape notice. Oil companies suspected of employing le-
gionnaires were searched for weapons; homes where legionnaires were
given shelter were subjected to regular and violent inspections.126 Finally,
in what was considered a transparent attempt to forcefully remove the
legionnaires from the oil basin, local military officials in Borysław ordered
that all companies send their workers, whether Austrian or Polish subjects
(i.e., Poles who had been recruited from former Russian Poland), who
had been released, furloughed, or otherwise relieved from duty in the
Polish Legion to Drohobycz on May 18. From there the Austrian subjects
would be sent to Sambor and the Polish subjects to Żurawica for a so-
called medical examination.127 The legionnaires themselves had little
doubt that this was a thinly veiled plan to search them, control their
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identification papers, and then force them into internment camps.128 The
Workers’ Union, as well as the Drilling Technicians’ Society, the Miners’
Society, the Metal Workers’ Society, and the Petroleum Officials’ Society,
all objected that the medical examination should take place in Borysław,
adding that “the Polish subjects have acquired citizenship here, and it
would be a serious injustice if they were to be removed from here to a
dormitory in Żurawica.”129 On 16 May 1918, any oil workers who were
Polish legionnaires and who had not reported to Drohobycz voluntarily
were arrested by the Austrian authorities, outraging the local population
and leading to the intervention of a Polish parliamentary delegate who
argued that “this decree will call the normal course of work into question,
injure national feeling, and heighten social conflicts.”130 The treatment of
the legionnaires, who had evoked general sympathy among the local pop-
ulation, only alienated the residents of the oil basin further.131 It was not
only Poles whom the Austrians feared as disloyal. Ruthenians, long re-
garded as the “Tyrolians of the East” with unquestioning loyalty to the
monarchy, were suspected of falling under the influence of Russian prop-
aganda. They were deported into the inner portion of the monarchy by
the thousands.132 Many of them were held in prison camps at Thalerhof
and Theresienstadt, where some were executed.133

The Ministry of National Defense cautioned that nationalist sentiment
virtually assured that a malevolent attack on the oil companies was in the
works. This claim was rejected by Johann Holobek, an expert on the local
industry who had been writing reports on social and economic conditions
in the Galician oil basin for decades. Nevertheless, the report he submitted
in June 1918 on the conditions of the oil workers in Borysław was hardly
optimistic. The economic element of local tension far outweighed the
political element. He stressed the familiar distinction between profes-
sional, “skilled” oil workers and officials and the common “rabble.” The
former were mostly owners of small farms or properties in western Ga-
licia, had a strongly developed self-consciousness, and were quick to re-
sent treatment unworthy of them. They were “oriented to their fatherland
and have kept themselves at a distance from serious disturbances of the
peace and acts of violence, as the workers’ movement of the past twenty
years, the period of the real development of Galician oil mining, has
proven.”134 The workers who enjoyed making trouble for trouble’s sake,
on the other hand, were day laborers, employed only in times of labor
shortage. Holobek suggested that protests after Brest-Litovsk, considered
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so alarming by the Ministry of National Defense, were actually under-
standable. It was only natural, he argued, that the peace treaty with
Ukraine, the imprisonment of Polish legionnaires who had sought sanc-
tuary and occupation in Borysław, factory and house searches for
weapons conducted by the military, and the decree that legionnaires who
were Austrian citizens be separated from those who were formally Russian
subjects aroused the indignation of the local population.

According to Holobek, the oil basin’s biggest problem hit everyone
equally, regardless of nationality. Food shortages had led to undernour-
ishment. It was impossible to obtain clothing, linens, or shoes because of
inflationary prices. There was too little bread and flour, and there had
been no fat and no sausage for two months. Families received meat twice
a week at five hundred grams per family, regardless of the number of
family members. Potatoes were distributed only when they were available.
Cornmeal and beans were given out to replace bread, but the beans were
inedible. When food was available, prices were unpayable. The workers
themselves demanded a pay increase, better housing, lighting and heating
at no cost, and better schools for their children. In October 1918, anger
about insufficient primary and secondary schooling for their children led
four thousand oil workers to go on strike.135 Although the AOK had
responded to similar demands made by miners in the Moravian-Silesian
industrial district by ordering a pay raise to avert the possibility of a strike,
in this case, Holobek agreed with the GLPV’s claim that raising wages
would only lead to inflation.136 Between July 1914 and April 1918, the
cost of white flour had already risen 5,600 percent, the cost of rye bread
4,200 percent, the cost of onions 3,330 percent, the cost of men’s clothing
1,430 percent, and the cost of shoes 1,700 percent.137

Borysław’s social and economic balance, considered precarious before
the war, had come undone. Once a mecca for adventurers and now a
haven for deserters and persecuted Polish nationalists disguised as oil
workers, Borysław was too chaotic to be a reliable source of materiel for
the war effort. Occasionally there were lucky strikes; eruptive wells were
proudly publicized by the Ministry of War, which distributed photographs
of Borysław, “the submarines’ larder,” with its “fully operational oil
wells.”138 Nevertheless, production in the Borysław oil basin was slowly
but surely grinding to a halt. By December 1917, the number of skilled
workers in Borysław had dropped to 192, 126 of whom were drillers—
barely enough to keep the oil wells operating at all. By September 1918,
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“Borysław, the ‘Submarines’ Larder’: The Oil Fields of Borisław with Derricks
in Full Operation.” The Ministry of War puts a positive spin on declining
wartime production. (Reproduced by permission of the Österreichisches
Staatsarchiv, Kriegsarchiv.)

the number had plummeted to 75. A lack of manpower, of water, and
of fuel to run the various engines meant that the three hundred–odd
wells that were in operation could not be run regularly. Borysław’s annual
production dropped to 48,380 tons in 1917.139

The signs that the flow of petroleum had clogged abounded all over
the empire. Civilian complaints grew louder. In the 1917–1918 session of
the Parliament, representatives from across the empire made dozens of
complaints about shortages of petroleum.140 Delegates petitioned on be-
half of artisans in Tyrol, Styria, Moravia, and Bohemia who could no
longer work after sunset, on behalf of the Czech-speaking glassmakers
and weavers in the mountain villages of Bohemia (who insisted that their
German-speaking neighbors had plenty of kerosene), and on behalf of
farmers for whom going to collect their petroleum rations in distribution
centers five to eight hours away was an impossible burden, especially since
“one cannot use Russian prisoners” for the task.141 Because of the des-
perate situation of the military, itself suffering drastic oil shortages, the
complaints of farmers, artisans, and city dwellers fell on deaf ears.
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In many ways, 1917 marked the beginning of the end for the Central
Powers. The United States declared war on Germany in April and on
Austria-Hungary in December. Despite the withdrawal of the Russians
from the war as a consequence of the October Revolution, the weakness—
above all in men and materiel—of the Central Powers vis-à-vis the Allies
began to reveal itself. The year 1917 also marked the beginning of the
military’s real oil crisis. The Austro-Hungarian armed forces had never
enjoyed a surplus of fuel, and their consumption had only grown over
the course of the war because of an increasing reliance on oil-powered
ships, submarines, planes, and motor vehicles. Stocks, on the other hand,
were at an all-time low, as the Naval Section explained:

For a long time the navy was singularly dependent on deliveries from

the k.k. Mineral Oil Refinery in Drohobycz . . . and the peacetime stocks

of fuel oil and gas oil, mostly of Romanian origin, have been signifi-

cantly reduced during the war due to insufficient delivery. Our own

monthly use comes to around 3,500 tons, compared with a delivery

allotment of only 2,000 tons. The navy’s stocks of gas oil, fuel oil, and

tar oil at the end of 1914 were around 40,000 tons. At the end of 1915

they were around 26,000 tons, and due to significant deliveries from

Romania they even grew in 1916 and reached 27,310 tons at the end of

1916, but over the course of the next year they were reduced and were

in September of this year 15,189 tons, which means in the past nine

months they were reduced by 12,100 tons.

In case the implications of these statistics remained unclear, the Naval
Section spelled them out: “A further sinking of stocks must be prevented
at all costs, in order to avoid endangering the responsiveness of the fleet,
whose expenditure of fuel oil, gas oil, and tar oil in the near future will
continue to grow, because of the present influx of new motor vehicles
and submarines.”142

Demand increased as production dropped and used stocks were not
replenished. Contributing to the increased demand was the constant use
of torpedo units for transport convoys and for patrols, as well as the
growth of the number of German and Austro-Hungarian submarines
based in the Adriatic Sea to over fifty units.143 From January to November
1917, the Austro-Hungarian navy acquired thirteen new submarines,
bringing the total number of imperial submarines that saw action during
the war to twenty-seven.144 The Austro-Hungarian Danube Flotilla, used
to assist military operations of the army both by supporting its own
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operations and by obstructing those of the enemy, had acquired new oil-
powered units, more than doubling its fuel-oil needs.145 Naval air units
also increased considerably over the course of the war, from sixty-four
combat-ready planes in January 1915 to three hundred in May 1917.146

By the end of 1917, these additional oil-consuming units led to an in-
creased monthly oil consumption that exceeded 5,000 tons. Together,
Galician and Romanian sources could only supply around 2,000 tons a
month,147 causing a fuel crisis. The Romanian oil fields reached only one-
third of their prewar production in 1917,148 leading the army’s Division
5/M to conclude that “because of the devastation of the Romanian oil
companies carried out by our enemies, the only available source of supply
of mineral oil products for Austria-Hungary in the next months is Ga-
lician crude oil production.” The army thus called on the navy to join
with it in initiating drastic savings measures for gasoline and benzene,
diesel oil, and lubricants. Gasoline-fueled engines should be replaced
wherever possible by steam engines, water power, or electricity “without
consideration for the cost.”149

At the same time that the army was making this appeal, the navy had
itself calculated that the present total production from Romania was
80,000 tons of crude oil, of which Romania was allowed to keep 10,000
tons. By treaty, Austria-Hungary could lay claim to one quarter of Ro-
manian production, which meant that Austria-Hungary would get 17,500
tons of crude. This could be expected to produce 3,500 tons of diesel oil,
far short of the military’s monthly requirement.150 Given the current
supply and demand, stocks could be expected to last only to March 1918,
at which point “all modern torpedo units and all submarines would have
to be turned off and as a consequence the submarine war would have to
be ended.”151 Desperate to squeeze every last drop of oil out of the avail-
able resources, the Austro-Hungarian military began to eye its monthly
shipments to Germany. The Austro-Hungarian Ministry of War was well
aware that the German navy was desperately in need of Austrian diesel
oil for its submarines. Nevertheless, given the miserable oil situation, the
justification for continuing to supply Germany with 10,000 tons of oil a
month seemed weak.

Recognizing Austria-Hungary’s dire situation, on 1 September 1917,
Germany had agreed to return “the diesel oil used by German submarines
in the Mediterranean,” which would provide 800 tons in September and
in the future 1,000 tons monthly.152 That represented only one-tenth of
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the amount of oil that Austria-Hungary was still obliged to provide Ger-
many every month. The Austro-Hungarian navy soon concluded that it
would be able to avoid running out of oil completely before the war’s
end only by introducing drastic savings measures, which proved unpop-
ular domestically.153

Even more problematic from a political and diplomatic perspective,
but equally necessary, was its decision to demand a complete refund of
the monthly amount of oil it had been providing to German navy units
stationed in the Adriatic.154 The Naval Section wrote to the naval attaché
of the German embassy in Vienna, Commander Albrecht Freiherr von
Freyberg, in an attempt to explain its inability to continue to honor its
contract:

According to the existing agreement, 10,000 tons of naval oil are to be

delivered monthly to Germany from the production of the Austro-

Hungarian mineral oil refineries. With the exception of the modest

needs of the Danube fleet . . . the Imperial and Royal Navy is completely

dependent on domestic production. This must cover the total needs of

the monarchy, that is, also the absolutely indispensable needs of private

industry—companies working for the army, agriculture, etc., which

have already been drastically reduced. Altogether the Imperial and Royal

Navy can claim 1,600 tons of gas oil. These amounts and the delivery

of 400 tons of tar oil monthly—more cannot be brought in—that is,

2,000 tons of gas oil and tar oil together—cover hardly one-half of the

demand, as 3,500–4,000 tons are used.

Since the navy had been reduced to receiving 1,000 tons from Drohobycz
a month, it had been forced to deplete its stocks, which were now dan-
gerously low. “We have not demanded it before, in consideration of the
necessity of supplying our ally Germany sufficiently and to the furthest
extent possible with gas oil, in order to carry out the U-boot war. Even
so, in order to secure our own quick responsiveness, an agreement to
provide the Imperial and Royal Navy with sufficient gas oil must be
reached between the two navies.”155 The Naval Section concluded that the
imperial and royal navy could afford to deliver only 2,000 tons of oil to
Germany a month, leaving 4,000 tons of gas oil, naval oil, and tar oil for
the Austro–Hungarian navy itself.156 Germany rejected this request.157

The anticipated crisis came before March 1918 (the date the k.u.k. Fleet
Commando had predicted that it would run out of oil). On 22 December
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1917, the Fleet Commando in Pola reported to the Naval Section in
Vienna by telegram that “stocks of fuel oil in Pola 2,632 tons, in Trieste
66 tons, of this 1,093 tons total is diesel oil, if fresh supplies not sent
immediately and forcefully employed all traffic and then the war-readiness
of torpedo units and submarines in both ports will cease in no later than
twenty days.”158

How much did all of this matter? The Austrian navy, often dismissed
as irrelevant by military historians, was able to hold its own in the first
months of conflict in the Mediterranean. To quote naval authority Arthur
Marder, “In the first four months of war the Austrians, at a cost of only
two submarines and a few aeroplanes, inflicted these losses on the Italian
Fleet: two cruisers, a destroyer, two torpedo boats, three submarines, and
two dirigibles (in addition to damaging the British light cruiser Dublin
by torpedo). ‘In four months,’ wrote the [British Naval] Attaché [in
Rome], ‘the Austrian fleet has established a moral ascendancy in the Adri-
atic, and has played the part of the weaker force with conspicuous success.
Not only has it succeeded in weakening the Italian fleet, but it has im-
mobilised a force very considerably superior to itself.’ ”159 One should
thus resist the temptation to scoff at the idea that Austria’s military—on
sea as much as on land—had little to contribute to the Central Powers’
efforts.

The Central Powers clearly had a host of other problems as significant
as oil shortages. Nevertheless, the importance of petroleum in contrib-
uting to the outcome of this conflict was acknowledged by contempo-
raries, including Lord Curzon, president of the Inter-Allied Petroleum
Conference and future British foreign secretary. Curzon, who seems to
have had a poetic strain, claimed that “the Allied cause had floated to
victory on a wave of oil.” The energy crisis that dogged Austria-Hungary
during the First World War was a result of a combination of circum-
stances that were beyond the empire’s control, on the one hand, and
planning decisions (or, perhaps more important, their absence) that re-
flected the priorities and weaknesses of the prewar administration, on the
other. Austria-Hungary could boast of a domestic source of oil that was
sufficient for its own energy needs at the beginning of the war. So why
did Austria-Hungary have such problems with fuel supply? Could the
great discrepancy in this matter between the Central Powers and the Allies
have been avoided? Given the vast supplies of American, Russian, and
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later Persian oil, probably not. But Austrian prewar policies did nothing
to alleviate their natural disadvantage.

When Churchill first suggested a conversion from coal to petroleum,
skeptics in Great Britain had pointed out that they had no domestic
source of oil. German blockades during the war did hinder Britain’s oil
supply from overseas. Nevertheless, years before the war, Churchill had
boldly decided to cast aside Welsh coal in favor of petroleum, predicting
that “mastery itself was the prize of the venture.” Churchill recognized
that flexibility was the key to guaranteeing a continued source of petro-
leum. “On no one quality, on no one process, on no one country, on no
one route and on no one field must we be dependent. Safety and certainty
in oil lie in variety and variety alone.”160 It is perhaps unfair to hold the
Austrians responsible for not foreseeing some of the contingencies that
led to the reduction of their oil supply during the war: the temporary
loss of the Galician oil fields, Romania’s export limitations at the begin-
ning of the war, and then the extensive destruction of Romanian stocks
and productive capacities in late 1916.161 On the other hand, even leaving
aside the question of relations with Romania, the Austrian authorities had
done remarkably little to ensure that their Galician oil fields would remain
accessible and productive. Austrian prewar policy exacerbated these prob-
lems by making even the Galician oil that was produced before and
during the war less accessible to the military and civilian consumers who
needed it most. Despite the warning cries of various Cassandras in the
Ministries of War and Public Works, attempts to secure access to Galician
oil in case of emergency had come to naught. Insufficient stocks in the
empire’s naval ports meant that regular shipments of oil from Galicia to
the Adriatic were mandatory. The absence of a second railway to Trieste,
along with the absence of completed waterways, worsened traffic delays,
causing insurmountable transport problems. It was transportation diffi-
culties rather than insufficient production that caused fuel shortages in
Austria-Hungary, leading one historian to conclude that “there probably
would have been no petroleum shortage at all if it were not for trans-
portation difficulties and the tripartite organization of the distribution
apparatus.”162 In the months and years before Archduke Franz Ferdi-
nand’s assassination in Sarajevo, the Austrian Ministry of War embarked
on a program to reinvigorate its navy and army with new technologies
that required a steady and significant flow of oil. These plans were not,
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however, placed alongside available statistical tables that recorded black-
on-white a steady drop in Galician production, nor were they compared
with telegrams reporting formidable transportation problems and high
prices. There is, perhaps, a certain irony in the fact that the central gov-
ernment’s attempt to rescue a provincial industry (by forcing up prices
and encouraging private consumption) only contributed to its own sub-
sequent inability to exploit that industry’s product to the fullest.
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A Hotly Disputed Territory

The Struggle for Eastern Galicia

When, on 3 November 1918, the Austrian emperor Karl I agreed to an
armistice with the Allies, this marked an end of hostilities for the Austro-
Hungarian army. When, on 4 November, he withdrew from politics,
turning Austrian affairs over to the leaders of the German-Austrian Dem-
ocratic Republic along with the various newly declared governments of
his non-German territories, this marked the end of the Habsburg dynasty
and, with it, the end of the Austro-Hungarian Empire.1 But for many of
the emperor’s former subjects, neither of these momentous transitions
marked an end to the war. Despite armistices, despite negotiations in
Paris, and despite even the signing of the Treaty of Saint-Germain, the
war in Eastern Galicia continued unabated until 1921. One of the fore-
most objectives of this conflict was to gain control over the region’s oil
fields, which held out to new regimes the promise of financial solubility.
At the same time, the Allies themselves had an interest in the stability of
the oil region and in its continued accessibility. It was the intersection of
local activity and influence from outside Galicia that determined the fate
of Eastern Galicia and its oil fields. Just as central Viennese institutions
cooperated with local and provincial powers and in many cases were even
overridden by local interests, so, too, did the Allies find their ability to
control the peace process in Galicia limited by their inability to control
the behavior of Galicians.

After four years of taking Europe apart with the weapons of war, the
Great Powers turned in 1919 to the process of taking it apart with the
weapons of diplomacy: censuses, maps, and treaties. Point 10 of Woodrow
Wilson’s Fourteen Points asserted that “the peoples of Austria-Hungary,
whose place among the nations we wish to see safeguarded and assured,
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should be accorded the freest opportunity to autonomous development.”
But what exactly would that mean? Throughout central Europe, the ques-
tion of what kind of new states would be created, who would lead them,
who would reside within them, and what their borders would be was
debated in meetings and, in some cases, contested on battlefields. Wilson’s
Point 13 specifically called for the establishment of a stable and indepen-
dent Poland: “An independent Polish state should be erected which
should include the territories inhabited by indisputably Polish popula-
tions, . . . and whose political and economic independence and territorial
integrity should be guaranteed by international covenant.”2 This was a
goal that all the Allies came to share, although some with less enthusiasm
than others.3

There was, therefore, little controversy about the establishment of the
Polish Republic. On 11 November, General Józef Piłsudski took control
of the newly independent Polish Republic, and on 17 January 1919, Ig-
nacy Jan Paderewski formed a coalition government with Piłsudski as
president. But little about the potentially Polish territories and their pop-
ulations could be called “indisputable,” and from the beginning, securing
“territorial integrity” was hampered by controversies over how to define
Polish territory. Despite the Allies’ expressions of support in principle,
the fledgling republic found itself beset with structural difficulties. Andrzej
Korbonski sums up the problems that confronted the new state: “[Po-
land] really had no state territory it could claim to control . . . no well-
defined national boundaries . . . neither an army nor a police force; it had
neither its own parliamentary bodies nor a government in the conven-
tional sense of the word. It had no judiciary and no legal system of its
own, nor did it possess a civil service.”4 In addition, Poland was con-
fronted by immediate challenges to its sovereignty in regions that all of
its leaders agreed were core elements of the Polish state: East Prussia,
Gdańsk/Danzig, Silesia, Lithuania, and Eastern Galicia.

Poland’s government demanded the immediate inclusion of all of Ga-
licia in the new republic, but before it could make its declared sovereignty
a reality, it was challenged by a new rival: the Western Ukrainian People’s
Republic (ZUNR), a state whose creation actually preceded that of the
Polish Republic itself.5 On 31 October 1918, Ukrainian officers and Sich
riflemen peacefully disarmed Austro-Hungarian troops in Lviv and took
control of the city. The following day, Leopolitans awoke to see the
Ukrainian flag flying over Lviv city hall and posters mounted throughout
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the city proclaiming that its residents were now living in the new capital
of a Ukrainian state. On 9 November, the Ukrainian National Rada pro-
claimed the creation of the ZUNR, making it clear that there was more
than one answer to the question of what should become of this territory.
It could form a part of a new Polish republic, with or without some
degree of autonomy. Alternately, it could become an independent state.
This could potentially be joined with the newly founded Ukrainian
People’s Republic on the far side of the Austro-Russian border.

The problem of mixed populations and ensuing territorial debates was
not unique to Eastern Galicia. Buoyed by Wilson’s notion of the people’s
right to self-determination, every fledgling government wished to offer a
happy home to each of its potential “nationals,” ideally defined by borders
within which they would form part of a decisive majority.6 Of all the
territorial conflicts that emerged in the territories of the former Habsburg
Empire, the conflict over Eastern Galicia was one of the bitterest and
longest and was not formally and officially resolved until March 1923.7

Galicia had been created by Habsburg fiat in 1772; its political and social
elite was almost entirely Polish. Nevertheless, the province was by no
means homogeneous, nor was it undisputedly Polish territory. Deter-
mining what was in fact Polish territory proved to be tremendously com-
plicated. Harvard University professor and Polish expert Robert Howard
Lord8 claimed that Poland was geographically “one of the hardest coun-
tries in the world to define. . . . Polish geographers are accustomed to treat
the whole region between the Baltic, the Carpathians, the Dvina, and the
Dnieper” as one geographic unit that “ought likewise to form a political
unit—Poland.” At the same time, “Russian scientists have demonstrated
with equal ease that nearly all of the region in question is geographically
a part of Russia; while the patriotic scholars of Kiev and Lemberg have
proved that nature intended a great part of this same region to belong
to neither Poland nor Russia, but to a tertium quid called the Ukraine.”9

Nor was it easy to define Poland’s borders on the basis of population.
No reliable demographic data had been collected since 1910. Data from
population censuses carried out after the Treaty of Riga were not only
falsified, but also distorted by enormous postwar migrations and a boy-
cott of the census by Galician Ukrainians.10 Nevertheless, it was clear that
Ukrainians formed a majority everywhere in the eastern half of the prov-
ince, with the exception of the capital city of Lviv, which had a Polish
majority, and some smaller cities and towns with a Jewish majority. This
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clear ethnographic domination was the basis of Ukrainian expectations
that the territory should naturally become part of some Ukrainian polit-
ical unit.11

The Ukrainian majority, however, had been politically and socially per-
secuted for generations.12 Far from inspiring sympathetic attention to
Ukrainians’ claims that they finally deserved their own state, the effects
of the persecution themselves were used to call into question Ukrainians’
ability to rule. Stanisław Wiktor Szczepanowski (1882–1961), son and
namesake of one of the oil industry’s most famous and popular figures,
described what was often called the Ruthenian “ethnographic mass”13 in
a typical formulation: “Ruthenians are not a real nation as such, they are
a tribe and not even a homogeneous one . . . only in the past dozen or
so years have they undertaken the attempt to create a new nation: Ukrain-
ians.”14 The younger Szczepanowski became an oilman himself, and was
frequently consulted by representatives of the Western Allies on matters
relating to the oil industry and the local population. When asked if the
inclusion of so many “foreign elements” would not be dangerous for
Poland, Szczepanowski responded, “There are no foreign elements in the
exact sense of the word, except for the Jews. Poles, like the English, are
a mixed race made up of the tribes of historic Poland. The tribes that
gave us Kościuszko, Mickiewicz, Słowacki, Moniuszko and many others
are not foreign to us.”15 According to Sociologist Rogers Brubaker, the
resistance of Ukrainians to inclusion in the Polish ethnic polity only re-
inforced the desire of the Polish nationalizing project to defend the
“rights” of its core nation: “The new Polish state,” he explains, “was
conceived as the state of and for the ethnolinguistically (and ethnoreli-
giously) defined Polish nation, in part because it was seen as made by
this nation against the resistance of Germans, Ukrainians, and Jews.”16

Conversely, the Poles’ insistence on forcing the assimilation of Ukrainians
into the Polish nation (unlike Germans, who could not be assimilated,
and Jews, who should not) only reinforced an increasingly broad-based
anti-Polish national Ukrainian consciousness.17

The battle for Lviv marked only the latest of hundreds of smaller strug-
gles Ukrainians waged against their Polish landlords, schoolteachers, po-
licemen, and administrators in Galicia. For politicized Ukrainians, the
prospect of existing as a minority population in a Polish national state
was far more repugnant than the imperial “subjugation” from which they
had just emerged. Even during the war they had loudly proclaimed to
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the world that “Ukrainians will never consent to be placed under the
guardianship of the Poles,” warning further that “if the ignorance or
malevolence of diplomats succeeds in reuniting some parts of Ukrainian
territory with a future Polish kingdom, this is guaranteed to create a
source of weakness for that kingdom, as well as a terrible danger for the
lasting peace of eastern Europe.”18 Thus, before the armistice had officially
been declared, two new rival governments had both made political claims
to Eastern Galicia. Both were prepared to back up those claims with
military force. As a consequence, expelling Austro-Hungarian troops
proved to be only the beginning of the violent struggle for control of
Eastern Galicia, not its end.

From the start of the Eastern Galician conflict, military and political
action concentrated on two objects of prime importance: the capital city
of Lviv and the Drohobycz-Borysław oil district. The oil fields of Eastern
Galicia promised a degree of financial security to both new states, each
otherwise sorely lacking in financial resources in the aftermath of a dev-
astating war. It had become clear in the decade before the war that the
real wealth of oil lay only in Eastern Galicia and was concentrated in the
Drohobycz district. Western Galicia did possess large oil refineries, but
these relied on the oil fields of the east for their raw material. Thus, with
the fate of Eastern Galicia went the future of the oil industry.

Both states moved to seize control of the oil fields quickly. Polish sen-
tries could be seen patrolling the whole oil basin as early as 1 November.19

Throughout the first week of November, local political and business
leaders met in Drohobycz in an attempt to reach a diplomatic—and
binding—agreement on the region’s immediate future. According to one
Polish participant, these representatives divided roughly into four groups.
Stanisław Wiktor Szczepanowski spoke for Polish nationalists, who
claimed the whole region for Poland. Semyon Vityk, veteran of numerous
strikes and skirmishes with both imperial and provincial authorities,
spoke for Ukrainian nationalists, who countered by claiming the whole
region for Ukraine. Two groups allegedly tried to maintain neutrality in
what threatened to become an ethnonational struggle: socialists and
Jewish businessmen. The former claimed that international solidarity
among workers prevented them from joining the Polish nationalists. The
latter claimed that maintaining economic security and ensuring that oil
wells kept flowing and business was not interrupted took precedence over
settling insignificant political disputes.20
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These negotiations proved fruitless, and the debate was soon resolved,
at least temporarily, by force. At midnight between 8 and 9 November,
Polish nationalists tried to seize control of the oil basin by surprise, but
found that they were outnumbered and outpowered by Ukrainians armed
with machine guns, who took over the region on 9 November. Jan
Włodek, chargé d’affaires of the Polish Republic in The Hague, noted the
Ukrainian acquisition of the Eastern Galician oil fields with alarm. He
urgently warned Charles Perkins, managing director of Premier Oil and
Pipeline Company and chairman of the International Committee ap-
pointed to protect British, French, Belgian and Allies’ Oil Interests in
Galicia, that “should there be a struggle, there is the danger of the de-
struction of all oil fields.”21 He suggested a line of argument designed to
provoke political support from the British Foreign Office and Allied in-
tervention:

A telegram from the Polish government makes it known that Poland

cannot survive without the oil fields, and that the oil fields in Ruthenian

hands will mean the destruction of the oil fields and the oil industry.

Polish interests are identical with the interests of the Allies, for the oil

industry is based on the capital of the citizens of the Allied states and

the work of Polish laborers and engineers. The Ruthenian administra-

tion has neither the authority nor the personnel with the indispensable

technical skill. This would be the ruin of the Allied capitalists, as well

as Polish workers and engineers.22

Not for a moment did the Polish government consider ceding the oil
fields to a new Ukrainian state.

Similarly, without this territory, the new Ukrainian republic was as
good as doomed. Not only did Galician Ukrainians, exposed to the priv-
ileges and responsibilities that came with constitutional rule and universal
suffrage for generations, promise to provide leadership in establishing
local governance and civil service in the new state, but the assistance of
the Ukrainian Galician army would be necessary in the eastern Ukrain-
ians’ struggle with Soviet Russia. The obligation to combat Poles for con-
trol of Galicia instead of focusing on the Soviets and the ultimate loss of
Eastern Ukraine, according to Ivan Rudnytsky, “amounted to the destruc-
tion of the very foundations on which an independent Ukrainian state
might have been built in the post–World War I period.”23 It was imme-
diately apparent to both belligerents that the significance of control over
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the oil fields went beyond the convenience of Polish workers or the profits
of industrialists: it could affect the outcome of the war itself. Włodek
noted with alarm that the sales of petroleum to Hungary and Germany
were made in exchange for ammunition and weapons that the Ukrainians
were using in their war with the Poles.24 Colonel H. H. Wade, head of
the British military mission to Poland, believed that it was “only by the
sale of this oil that [the Ukrainians] obtain munitions or money.”25

While Polish nationalists in the oil basin awaited their “liberation” in
vain, those held captive in Lviv were more fortunate. On 19 November,
Polish troops arrived in Lviv, and three days later they expelled the
Ukrainians from the city. As had the Russian occupying forces during the
war, the Poles immediately arrested Metropolitan Sheptyts’kyi and placed
him under house arrest until March 1920, signaling a renewed attack on
what were perceived to be Ukrainian institutions. Thus, at the war’s
outset, the Poles controlled Lviv, but the Ukrainians had control of the
oil fields. Neither side was content with half of Galicia’s treasure, and the
war between the two threatened to rage on indefinitely. The Allies, how-
ever, were not prepared to see the issue of Eastern Galicia settled by force.

On 18 January 1919, the Paris Peace Conference began. One of its key
objectives was to settle once and for all the borders of the new Polish
Republic, resolving the Eastern Galician problem. Wilson’s Point 13 not-
withstanding, the goal of supporting the establishment of a strong and
independent Polish state emerged not only out of principle, but also be-
cause the Great Powers expected Poland to be an essential ally (and
buffer) against Bolshevik Russia. Polish borders were thus a function of
the Great Powers’ larger aims regarding Germany and Russia as much as
they were a reflection of so-called historic Polish rights.26

The ongoing Polish-Ukrainian war called into question the very
premise of a peaceful or diplomatic solution to the dispute. The ZUNR’s
union with the Ukrainian People’s Republic (UNR) on 22 January 1919
also contributed an additional degree of complexity by accentuating the
perceived connection between Galician Ukrainians and Bolshevik
Russia.27 With the prospect of a violent military resolution of the Eastern
Galician border dispute over which they would have no control looming
on the eastern horizon, the Great Powers quickly resolved on 24 January
1919 that the question of the reconstitution of Poland, as well as that of
the other new independent states of central and eastern Europe, should
be decided by them in Paris and not on the field of battle.28
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The stubborn prolongation of the Polish-Ukrainian war was a trouble-
some irritant, and the Allies labored to bring it to a speedy end, whatever
the cost for the combatants. The Supreme Council made it clear that it
would only settle the question of boundaries of Poland once an armistice
had been reached.29 This proved an impossibly difficult task, since, as the
British were quick to point out, by settling on a preliminary demarcation
line, a de facto border would be created that it would later be difficult to
change.30 General A. Carton de Wiart confessed his “doubts about a real
armistice pending decision of Paris Conference on final frontiers. Both
Ruthenes and Poles want oil wells, which are one of the few available
sources of revenue.”31 From January to July, the Great Powers in Paris,
their representatives in Poland, and delegations from Poland and Ukraine
debated the merits of various borders, the San River (preferred by the
Ukrainians), the Zbruch River (the former border between Austria-
Hungary and Russia, preferred by the Poles), or somewhere in between.
All of these discussions, theories, and proposals were bandied about
against the background of an ongoing war that belied any nods in the
direction of armistice.

With all of these complications, the delegates at the Paris Peace Con-
ference faced a difficult task indeed, one that some historians believe they
handled very poorly. According to historian Laurence Orzell’s critical as-
sessment, “Committed in theory to the ideal of self-determination in
some form for the Ukrainian majority, but at the same time pledged to
establish a viable Polish state as a bulwark against Bolshevism, the treat-
ment of Eastern Galicia at the Peace Conference manifested a high degree
of indecision stemming from an inadequate appreciation of political re-
alities.”32 Orzell concludes that the Great Powers’ aims were fundamen-
tally contradictory and irreconcilable, and that their ultimate decisions
failed to benefit Ukrainians and encouraged the Poles to resort to military
action. Resolving the territorial dispute would require addressing ques-
tions that had been asked since the moment the value of oil had been
discovered in the 1850s: what did it mean to own land, and what did it
mean to control territory? In the 1860s and 1870s, the battle had been
waged between private landowners and the state. Now the pivotal issue
was not the rights accruing to private owners, but rather the process by
which “nations” could lay claim to the land they considered theirs. While
a synthetic presentation of the various parties’ positions inevitably exag-
gerates their uniformity, some generalizations can be made about their
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overall positions, beginning with the Allies’ general views on Poland and
Eastern Galicia.

The position held by the delegation from the United States was defined
by Wilson’s views on the principle of national self-determination. In
Wilson’s words, at its core was “the principle of justice to all peoples and
nationalities, and their right to live on equal terms of liberty and safety
with one another, whether they be strong or weak.” The Americans had
no direct economic or geopolitical aspirations in Poland and no concrete
interests in European territorial questions.33 This lack of direct involve-
ment applied particularly to the American position on Eastern Galicia.
So removed were they from the conflict that David Hunter Miller, the
legal advisor of the U.S. delegation at the Paris Peace Conference, ex-
pressed his exasperation in trying to resolve the question of what he called
“the hotly disputed and very puzzling territory and population of Eastern
Galicia.”34 Closer investigation had revealed to the American delegation
the naı̈ve optimism represented by Wilson’s claim that his Fourteen
Points were expressed “in terms too concrete to admit of any further
doubt or question.”

Great Britain and France, on the other hand, were more directly con-
cerned with the outcome of the Polish border dispute. Like the Ameri-
cans, the British desired the creation of a democratic Poland inhabited
(mostly) by Poles. The greater the ethnic homogeneity, they argued, the
stronger the new Polish state would be. At the same time, British delegates
were far more distrustful of Poland’s own claims than their French col-
leagues. While the British promoted the establishment of a strong Polish
state, they also wished to grant the Ukrainians at the very least some form
of autonomy, if not a state of their own. Convinced that Ukrainians could
never live peacefully as a minority in a Polish national state, Lewis Namier
suggested establishing an independent Ruthenian state on both sides of
the Carpathians.35 British foreign secretary Arthur James Balfour shared
Namier’s view that Poland should have an ethnographic frontier (that is,
not one tracing the border of the historic Polish-Lithuanian Com-
monwealth, which would include a huge Lithuanian, Belorussian, and
Ukrainian population), with a buffer zone of independent states sepa-
rating it from Russia. According to British delegate Edward Hallett Carr,
“the picture of Poland which was universal in Eastern Europe right down
to 1925 was of a strong and potentially predatory power.”36 Whether or
not this opinion was truly “universal,” the delegation was concerned that
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the needs of Poland’s potential minority populations be carefully pro-
tected.

The French proved to be the Poles’ most reliable and forceful ally, both
at the peace conference in Paris and on the ground in Eastern Galicia.
The French strongly supported a new Poland that would include all of
Eastern Galicia, arguing that Poland would suffer more than Ukrainians
from losing Eastern Galicia. Although they were willing to consider
making Eastern Galicia an autonomous, bilingual province, they insisted
that it must remain within the Polish state. A strong Poland served French
interests. With the Bolsheviks in power in the east, the French were no
longer able to turn to Russia as an ally against their German rival and
hoped to replace Russia with Poland, which made the Polish state “a
central link” in French security policy.37

A Polish delegation was present in Paris to represent the new republic’s
demands from the very beginning, led by Paderewski and Roman
Dmowski, leader of the nationalist Polish National Democratic Party.
Dmowski insisted that all of Galicia must be incorporated into the new
Polish state, which would itself be centralized and dominated by Poles.
He exploited fears of German aggression to insist on a strong Poland—
with its own oil fields—as a guarantor of Western European security. In
Warsaw, Piłsudski argued for more extended boundaries around a fed-
eralist state.38 Aware that his ideal boundaries might not be palatable to
the Great Powers, Piłsudski had also proposed a “national minimum,”
which would include Lviv, Kałusz (an important source of potash, a key
ingredient in fertilizer), and the oil fields, but not necessarily the rest of
Eastern Galicia. Piłsudski’s close associate, Michał Sokolnicki, put together
a proposal in late 1918 in which he insisted that Lviv, Drohobycz, and
Borysław must all remain Polish, although he was willing to sacrifice
Kałusz if necessary. Dmowski’s and Piłsudski’s own visions of Poland were
mutually exclusive and incompatible, and their opinions on the question
of Eastern Galicia differed. Nevertheless, two immutable characteristics
linked all members of the Polish delegation and the Polish government:
Lviv and the Drohobycz-Borysław oil basin must stay on the Polish side
of the border. Here there could be no dispute.

Initially, these arguments in favor of Polish control over Galicia could
not be opposed by official representatives of the Ukrainian position. Only
the Poles had the opportunity to present their arguments to the Great
Powers in Paris. Although the Ukrainians sent numerous appeals to the
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Paris Peace Conference in an attempt to secure recognition of Ukraine
as an independent state containing both formerly Russian and formerly
Austrian territory, it was not until March 1919 that the Great Powers
finally acknowledged the Ukrainian delegation.39 The Ukrainians’ at-
tempts to garner support were hindered by the Allies’ complete lack of
familiarity with either the ZUNR or the UNR, or with Ukrainian culture
or language. On several occasions, representatives of the Allies actually
turned to Poles with questions about what it was that the Ukrainians
wanted. Wade, for example, interviewed Stanisław Wiktor Szczepanowski,
who had been appointed petroleum expert to the Polish government and
liaison officer to French General M. J. Berthélemy’s mission, on the
Ukrainians’ war aims. Szczepanowski was, however, far from a reliable
source on this issue. He had retained his father’s patriotism, but, as far
as can be judged from the documentary evidence he left behind, not his
penchant for philanthropy. The younger Szczepanowski’s own presenta-
tion of his views regarding Ukrainians and Jews demonstrates that he
shared the prejudice of his brother-in-law, Edward Dubanowicz, a
member of Dmowski’s nationalist party, Narodowa Demokracja. He re-
duced the Ukrainians’ goals to the “the expropriation of Polish property
and the plundering of estates, inventories, and cities.”40 Negative propa-
ganda about the Ukrainians also reached the British Press. In a January
1919 article about the battle for Lviv sent in by a “special correspondent,”
for example, the Times of London reported that “boys and women” were
fighting in the Polish Army, while “among the Ruthenians or Ukrainians
are a number of German and Austrian officers.” The reporter concluded,
“Freebooters as these men are, presumably their presence is not uncon-
nected with the desire of the Ukrainian leaders to retain possession of
the large oilfields which lie south of Lemberg (Lviv).”41 News reports such
as this suggest that Ukrainians had lost the publicity war long before the
military conflict in Eastern Galicia was resolved.

The arguments presented by the Ukrainian and Polish delegations con-
tained not only contradictory statistics and factual claims, but also dif-
fering views on how to define ownership of land and nationality of ter-
ritory. The Ukrainian delegation could simply point to statistics indicating
that a majority of Eastern Galicia’s residents were Ukrainian. They also
tried to demonstrate that their land was somehow naturally Ukrainian.
While its natural borders might be hard for the untrained eye to distin-
guish, Ukraine was clearly “of a different formation than Russia and Po-
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land by virtue of its geologic origin and volcanic eruptions.”42 In addition,
the Ukrainians argued that the territory of Eastern Galicia was “ethno-
graphically and historically a Ukrainian territory” by virtue of the “in-
dependent Ukrainian state” that had existed on the territory until the
sixteenth century.43

The Polish delegation did not dispute that there were many Ukrainians
in Eastern Galicia, although it stressed that Lviv itself was predominantly
inhabited by Poles. It did not, however, concede that a mere demographic
majority automatically entitled Ukrainians to the land. One of the Poles’
Western defenders tried to convince the Belgian delegation that deter-
minations based on nationality statistics were worthless. Preceded by a
summary of religious and national statistics from various censuses and
parish records, his assessment of the relative merits of each nation typified
the Western view of gradations in inferiority as one moved further east:
“only the Polish element represents civilization and education. The Ru-
thenian population is made up entirely of peasants who lack any intel-
lectual culture, are totally primitive, and share their houses with beasts.”44

Polish historians quickly provided treatises demonstrating the long dom-
ination of Poles in Galicia. While Ukrainians boasted of the medieval
kingdoms of Halych and Vladimir, Polish historians strove to demon-
strate that Galicia had been a constituent part of the Polish-Lithuanian
Commonwealth since Grand Duke Jagiello took the throne in 1386.45

Even more creative was the Polish delegation’s defense of the Poles’
right to the oil fields. It argued that the oil district had become what it
was thanks to Polish talent, and the contribution of Poles in rendering
the natural wealth of the oil region socially useful entitled them to a claim
to the land that they themselves had transformed. The Polish economic
delegation to the Paris Peace Conference argued that it was only thanks
to Poles (in particular, Ignacy Łukasiewicz) that the oil industry had ever
been born. Under Polish control it had flourished, despite the obstacles
imposed by outsiders: the power of U.S. competition, refined petroleum
smuggled in from Russia, prejudicial Austrian fiscal policy, hostile Hun-
garian tariffs, and the influence of the large (non-Galician) refineries.
These had significantly exacerbated the insufficiency of capital and credit
and the downward pressure on prices caused by overabundance. Ac-
cording to the economic delegation, the industry had developed in spite
of all these difficulties only “thanks to the enterprising spirit of small
Polish capital, the merits of Polish technicians, and the vigor of Polish
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workers.”46 It even spuriously claimed that it was a Pole, Stanisław Prus
Szczepanowski, who had introduced the Canadian drilling method to Ga-
licia, although even Szczepanowski himself had credited MacGarvey with
this development.47 In western Galicia, it added, drilling had become a
family trade, passed down from father to son in Polish families, leading
to the formation of a nation of born oilmen: “Poles are in general geol-
ogists and pioneers—the entrepreneurs searching for new veins of petro-
leum—Poles the directors, engineers, correspondents, surveyors, and above
all, Poles the oil workers.”48 Simply living on top of the soil was no longer
enough to lay claim to ownership: by virtue of the blood and sweat they
had poured into the industry over several generations, Poles had earned
control over the oil industry and thus over Eastern Galicia.

The two delegations were equally aware of the importance of the
Drohobycz-Borysław oil fields, both for the economic viability of their
own states and as a tool for soliciting foreign support. The Ukrainians
used their current possession of the oil fields as a justification for their
existence as an independent state. The Ukrainian Republic, they argued,
was no romantic pipe dream but rather a realistic project for an inde-
pendent state that would have the economic basis to support itself, with
large deposits of “lead, coal, iron, and petroleum, as well as other
riches.”49 According to the Ukrainian delegation to Paris, the economic
strength that these mineral resources would provide would render doubts
as to the viability of an independent Ukraine irrelevant: “In sum, the
natural conditions that can favor the economic development of the
Ukraine and permit it to exist as an independent state are excellent.”50

Ukrainian representatives tried to secure allies with promises of favor-
able trade conditions for petroleum. After a second Hungarian revolution
put Béla Kun in power in March 1919, Ukrainian delegates quickly went
to Budapest to forge a petroleum trade agreement with the Hungarians,
which Kun signed without reservation. They pursued a similar treaty
with the new government in Prague. The Ukrainians were desperate to
trade their petroleum for Czech coal, without which railway transport
throughout Western Ukraine would break down. The Czechoslovaks were
similarly eager to find crude oil to be processed in the numerous refineries
that remained in Bohemia and Moravia.51 The Poles were alarmed to
learn that representatives of Western Ukraine and Czechoslovakia were
even considering a political union, which the Polish envoy to Vienna,
Marcel Szarota, ascribed to the Czechoslovak desire to secure raw oil for
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their refineries.52 On 11 April 1919, Czechoslovakia and the ZUNR agreed
that the Ukrainians would provide ninety thousand tons of crude oil at
a rate below the world average in exchange for Czechoslovak weapons
and ammunition, coal, sugar, and textiles.53

While the Ukrainians sought cooperative agreements with Hungary
and Czechoslovakia, the Poles set their sights further west. In this en-
deavor, they found their most reliable ally in Perkins’s International Com-
mittee appointed to protect British, French, Belgian, and Allies’ Oil In-
terests in Galicia, which had been founded on 22 October 1914 by oilmen
from the countries of the Entente.54 Both Perkins and the Polish dele-
gation tried to convince the Allied delegates in Paris that it was in their
nations’ own interest to support Polish territorial claims to Eastern Ga-
licia.

The first step was to present the magnitude of Allied involvement in
the Galician oil industry. Here figures in millions of pounds, francs, and
Austrian crowns were bandied about—each account based on slightly
different definitions of investment and Allied ownership. Perkins pre-
pared a memorandum in which he claimed that British investments to-
taled 10,125,000 pounds sterling; French investments, 44,800,000 francs;
and Belgian investments, 20,000,000 francs.55 Paderewski immediately
submitted this document to the Armistice Commission, adding that “the
figures for France and Belgium are certainly an underestimate.”56 Ac-
cording to a memorandum prepared for the Belgian delegation to the
Paris Peace Conference by Perkins’s Belgian colleague, Paul LeGrand, Po-
lish capital accounted for only 20 percent, while Germans and Austrians
controlled 40 percent, and British, French, and Belgian investors another
40 percent of the Galician oil industry.57 The Crédit Lyonnais estimated
that the total value of fixed capital invested in the Galician oil industry
before the war had been 275 million francs, and that by 1919 British
companies together had issued 29.7 million francs to their shareholders,
while French and Belgian companies had together issued 47.6 million
francs to their shareholders.58

Certainly the amount of foreign capital invested in the Galician oil
industry was large enough to merit concern lest the investors be cut off
from the oil fields permanently. Perkins was not willing to allow that to
happen. Because he represented not only the committee to protect Allied
interests, but also one of the largest British companies, Premier Oil and
Pipe Line, his responsibility was to ensure that Premier’s investments in
Galicia would not be lost by the vagaries of peace.
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How could foreign investments be expected to fare after the collapse
of the Austro-Hungarian Empire? According to the Crédit Lyonnais, the
immediate postwar outlook was far from rosy. Without commenting on
the relative merits of Polish and Ukrainian administrators, the dozens of
financial studies compiled by employees of the Crédit Lyonnais (which
had been collecting information on French investment in Poland since
the late 1890s) show both that the bank was interested in assessing the
profitability of oil and that it was not as enthusiastic about investments
in Galician industry, in part because of the uncertainty of Eastern Galician
borders.59

It was the job of the Polish delegation to convince foreign investors—
and through them, the Allied delegates in Paris—that only a Polish gov-
ernment in charge of all of Eastern Galicia could safeguard their past
investments and reward those made in the future. The new Polish gov-
ernment tried to establish its theoretical sovereignty over the oil district
even before it fell into Polish hands. In January 1919, Professor Jerzy
Michalski, head of the Cracow Agency of Congressional Work, composed
a report on the settling of accounts with the former Austrian authorities.
His work was later reviewed by a Petroleum Inquiry Board, leading to a
subsequent report in March 1919, prepared by Dr. Alfred Kohl. Kohl’s
report was intended to present the official Polish policy regarding own-
ership of oil properties to the interested public (including, presumably,
foreign investors). The report stressed that the Polish government was
entitled to settle this matter even though Ukrainians (whom the docu-
ment never mentions directly) currently “occupied” much of the territory
in question.60 The report served an immediate dual purpose. First, it re-
inforced the Polish claims that the Ukrainians were in fact “occupying”
Polish property by refusing to acknowledge the legality or potential per-
manence of the current distribution of control. Second, it served to assure
Allied petroleum interests that their investments, past and future, would
be secure under the auspices of a friendly Polish government. Although
all properties belonging to the Austrian state (including the large refinery
in Drohobycz, as well as state oil fields, pipelines, and mines) were de-
clared to be the sole property of the Polish state, the rights and properties
of “French, Belgian, English, and Americans” would be as secure as they
had been before the war, if not more so. Any rights, privileges, and ex-
emptions to which foreign companies of the Allied states had been en-
titled before the war would be honored by the Polish government. The
Polish government “call[ed] on foreign owners to take possession of their
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properties” to the mutual benefit of both parties, explaining that “this
postulate is as political as it is economic, as we cannot allow a vacuum
to develop in this matter.”61

Representatives of the Polish government happily made promises of
favorable treatment to investors, always stressing that they would only be
able to carry out their good intentions once the oil fields were returned
to them for good. The Polish delegate to the Paris Peace Conference,
Władysław Grabski,62 and the head of the Polish economic delegation,
Andrzej Wierzbicki, assured Perkins that “the Polish government—as
soon as it has the power to do so—is prepared to use all legal means it
possesses to return to the Premier Oil and Pipe Line Company possession
of those oil terrains in Galicia that were exploited before the war for the
use of that company.”63 No such favors could be expected from the
Ukrainians, according to Stanisław Wiktor Szczepanowski. When Major
Fordham, a member of the British military mission in Poland, visited
Galicia in February 1919, Szczepanowski informed him, “During the
Ukrainians’ invasion, Borysław production completely collapsed because
no one wanted to work for them.”64 With such statements Szczepanowski
hoped to dispel the notion that the oil industry could ever flourish under
Ukrainian control.

This same position was promoted by the Polish economic delegation
to the Paris Peace Conference. In a pamphlet it prepared for the confer-
ence on the oil industry, it presented the Ukrainian “invasion” of No-
vember 1918 as an occurrence that fundamentally threatened the very
existence of the oil industry: “If this region is attributed to Poland, the
petroleum industry will develop normally as it has done until now, but
it is condemned to disappear entirely if this territory becomes part of
Ukraine.”65 In contrast to the chaos ensured under Ukrainian control, it
pointed to what it claimed was the healthy and normal development of

licia. Only in Poland could sizeable foreign investments thrive. It asserted

and noted that Galicia’s major western Galician refineries were controlled
by the Belgians (Krosno), the French (Limanowa and Jedlicze), the En-
glish (Maryampol and Trzebinia), and the Americans (Dziedzice). Di-
viding Galicia along the San River would cut off these refineries from
their sources of crude oil in the east. In addition, investments would be
more secure in the hands of practiced Polish statesmen than given over

the industry under Polish control within the framework of Austrian Ga-

that Premier had invested ninety million crowns of capital in Galician oil
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to the “neophyte Ukrainian [state] whose future cannot be foreseen
today.”66

The economic delegation also argued that businessmen must bend to
the sheer power of nature. Transporting Galician oil eastward into
Ukraine and toward Russia—its inevitable destination if it were given
over to the Ukrainians—made no sense. Since the Dniestr was not nav-
igable (despite all the promises and proposals for canals made in the last
decade before the war), oil would have to be transported by railway all
the way across the length of Ukraine to regions that were much closer to
Romania and therefore, presumably, represented a less favorable market
for Galician oil. The “natural market” for oil from Borysław, like that for
Galician wood, salt, and potash, was not to the east, but to the north:
Poland. The San River was navigable; goods could easily be transported
north and west to the Vistula and from there as far as Danzig.67

Just as the Polish government hoped, it was rewarded for its concili-
atory attitude and its image of reliability with the full support of the

utterly chaotic: “In the modern history of Europe no country experienced
such complete anarchy, bitter civil strife, and total collapse of authority
as did Ukraine at this time. Six different armies—those of the Ukrainians,
the Bolsheviks, the Whites, the Entente, the Poles and the anarchists—
operated on its territory. Kiev changed hands five times in less than a
year.”69 These were not the conditions that would enable investors in
Paris, Brussels, and London to sleep peacefully, dreaming of high divi-
dends. Irrespective of the Ukrainians’ ability to provide stability in Eastern
Galicia, Perkins further argued against dividing the refineries of Western
Galicia from the oil fields in the east, which would surely ruin those
companies that owned shares in both.70

Perkins’s activities as a lobbyist preceded the negotiations in Paris. Con-
vinced that the Allies would be swayed by news of threats to their own

International Committee appointed to protect British, French, Belgian,
and Allies’ Oil Interests in Galicia. Perkins informed Wierzbicki that “the
committee believes that the material interests of its shareholders can only
be effectively secured in the case that the Peace Conference determines
that all of Galicia should fall under Polish sovereignty.”68 Although much
of the fear of Ukrainian control was based on lies, misinformation, and ig-
norance, there was some legitimate reason to worry that stability would
not characterize the Ukrainian state for some time to come. One modern
Ukrainian historian has described the situation in Ukraine in 1919 as
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citizens’ holdings, he had encouraged Włodek to provide information
about Ukrainian confiscations specifically of British, French, or Belgian
property after the Ukrainian capture of the oil fields in November. After
the conference began, his attempts at intervention became all the more
frenzied. He sent persistent missives to Balfour, John Cadman (chairman
of both H. M. Petroleum Executive, an advisory organ to the British gov-
ernment, and the Inter-Allied Petroleum Conference), and Herbert James
Paton and Esme Howard (British members of the Commission for Polish
Affairs [CPA]). Hoping to awaken concerns that the threat of Ukrainian
control might not be the least of their fears, Perkins warned Balfour to
take note of the “great weight placed on the acquisition by Germans of
a controlling position in the Galician oil fields.”71

Although the Polish economic delegation to the Paris Peace Conference
acknowledged its indebtedness to the work of Perkins,72 Perkins’s prot-
estations and demands on behalf of the Polish cause proved to be more
energetic than effective. Despite the harrowing claims of impending doom
for the oil industry, Poland, and foreign investors, Perkins found little
sympathy from British diplomats, who were not convinced that Polish
control over Eastern Galicia was in anyone’s best interest, and who were
suspicious of the overtly Polish bias of the French delegation. Paton in-
formed him that in resolving the extremely delicate situation in Eastern
Galicia, “there are many considerations of greater importance than the
interests of British financiers.” Perkins got no further with Howard, who
said, “The interests of the oil co[mpanies] of E[astern] Galicia cannot of
course be allowed to stand in the light of the just settlement of the ques-
tion.”73 When Perkins warned Balfour that “any attempt to diminish Po-
lish sovereignty in Eastern Galicia will jeopardise interests of seventy-five
thousand British shareholders,” the British Foreign Office replied that it
rejected outright the “principle that rights and liberties of inhabitants of
any particular country should be subordinated to real or supposed inter-
ests of foreign investors.”74 As a whole, the British delegation distrusted
Perkins, calling him “a man of wrong political prejudices which he does
not attempt to disguise.”75 There is even evidence of some personal dislike
of Perkins: E. H. Carr, whose opinion of the Polish case became worse
and worse the more exposure he had to the Polish delegation, called
Perkins a swine in a letter to Colonel F. H. Kisch from the Military Sec-
tion of the British delegation.76 Perkins did not fail to notice that he was
getting nowhere with Howard and Paton, reporting in a letter to John
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Cadman that he found his conversations with them in Paris “disqui-
eting.”77

The French and Belgian delegates were subjected to a similar barrage
of requests on behalf of the Poles from industrialists and from the Polish
delegates themselves. Knowing the French concern with Germany, rep-
resentatives of the French company Karpaty in Galicia stressed in repeated
visits to Paris that in the case of a division of Galicia into western and
eastern halves, the whole industry would be sure to fall into the hands
of the Germans.78

Dmowski, French foreign minister Stephen Pichon recommended to Cle-
menceau that the French take action to assist the Poles in protecting the
Eastern Galician oil fields: “I would be grateful if you would inform Mar-
shal Foch of this matter with the greatest speed, signaling its weight from
a political, as well as an economic, perspective, with an eye to the nu-
merous oil companies situated in this region in which a particularly sub-
stantial amount of French capital is invested.”79

Given the pro-Ukrainian inclinations of the British and the pro-Polish
inclinations of the French, along with the intransigence of both bellig-
erents, reaching a compromise was very difficult. The various suggestions
for an armistice proposed by a subcommission dispatched to Galicia by
the CPA were as contested among the Allies in Warsaw and Paris as they
were distasteful to the Ukrainians and Poles they were intended to ap-
pease. The main accusation made by the Great Powers in Paris against
the proposed demarcation line was that it was egregiously biased in favor
of the Poles, a factor that was blamed on the French (although Wade and
de Wiart, both of whom contributed to its formulation, were British).80

The proposed demarcation line would officially designate the oil fields,
which were under Ukrainian control at the time, as a neutral zone ad-
ministered by an Allied commission. This so-called neutrality was belied,
however, by the fact that the oil fields would be guarded by Polish po-
licemen. Stanisław Wiktor Szczepanowski described an early version of
this proposal in detail in January 1919:

Major Fordham along with an Englishman from [Galicia] (whom I have

known for several decades), Mr. George MacIntosh, composed a plan

to induce the Ukrainians to withdraw with a restitution to them of 50

percent of the profits and products in the Borysław-Drohobycz basin

The French delegates in Paris responded more favorably
to these pleas than did their British colleagues. Spurred on by requests from
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and half of the petroleum wagons during the armistice. The Ukrainian

army would have to withdraw beyond the Stryj River, the Polish army

beyond the Dniestr so that the oil region would be neutral, with Polish

police and Polish administrators of railways. The oil basin and all mines,

refineries, and reserves, regardless of who owned them, would be given

over to a commission of the Entente under the leadership of Mr.

MacIntosh. The control and development of production, as well as the

significant share of the costs from the Ukrainian and Polish side, would

proceed under the cooperation of delegates, two from each side.81

The High Command of the Polish army in Eastern Galicia interpreted
the proposal as placing “the Drohobycz-Borysław petroleum terrain com-
pletely in our hands under the condition that a certain contingent would
be delivered [to the Ukrainians], but only in exchange for goods that we
require.”82 The implications of the proposal were equally transparent to
the Ukrainians. Why assent to such a plan when they themselves con-
trolled the region? The government of the ZUNR predictably rejected it
and proceeded with a renewed attack on Lviv.83 As long as the Ukrainians
controlled the oil fields, they would not agree to any temporary demar-
cation line east of the San River, a position to which the British were
sympathetic.

Wade and Berthélemy had created a policy so entirely pro-Polish as to
call the impartiality of the Inter-Allied Commission to Poland’s (IAC)
subcommission into doubt. By proposing a border to the east of both
Lviv and the oil fields, they guaranteed that the Ukrainians would object,
giving the Poles the tactical advantage of appearing more compliant.
When the IAC’s subcommission left Lviv on 1 March to report back to
the IAC, “they left no one in doubt that they wished to give the Ukrain-
ians the full responsibility for the depressing results of their efforts” to
achieve an armistice between Poland and Ukraine.84 Berthélemy’s bias was
such that he even openly favored allowing Haller’s army to fight on behalf
of the Poles in Eastern Galicia, leading Colonel F. H. Kisch to ask the
Polish Commission pointedly “whether they wished to stop the hostilities,
or to help the Poles conquer Ukrainian areas?” David Lloyd George was
likewise exasperated with the Poles, whom he accused of being only after
the oil, with no higher aspirations in the region than pecuniary gain.85

The real problem with reaching a diplomatic solution was that both
sides were wary of ceding any ground during an armistice that they were
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not willing to cede in the final territorial settlement. No one was con-
vinced by claims that the final settlement would not be affected by who
actually controlled what territory. Therefore, the willingness of either
party to accept a proposed demarcation line was affected by the current
status of the war and by that party’s prospects for improving its holdings
in the near future. When the Poles gained the upper hand in the spring
of 1919, the Allies revised their proposal and offered to grant the Poles
control over Lviv only and the Ukrainians control over the oil fields. The
Ukrainians, fearing that they could do no better, agreed immediately. The
Poles, on the other hand, now preferred to keep fighting until they ac-
quired control over both prizes, rightly anticipating that the oil fields
would soon fall into their hands.86 With the prospect of seizing the oil
fields before them, not even neutrality of the oil fields was acceptable to
the Poles. As the deputy commander of the Polish army in Eastern Galicia
wrote to the deputy chief of staff: “Such an unfavorable line could even
cause a revolution in our country. . . . We are not afraid of the Ukrainians,
and we will take care of them ourselves. If, however, the Entente wants
this to happen more quickly, then they can give us necessary materials,
uniforms, weapons, etc. In conversations with Englishmen I gathered that
if we stand firmly by our demands we can get something out of them.”87

According to that approach, continued military action on the part of the
Poles would cost them little, but had the potential to reap great rewards
indeed.

In an attempt to justify continued Polish military activity in Eastern
Galicia in April 1919, despite explicit Allied instructions to cease, Pade-
rewski portrayed it as directed against Bolsheviks, not against Ukrain-
ians.88 The British were not fooled. General F. J. Kernan (who, unlike his
fellow American, Lord, made a concerted attempt to learn about both
sides of the dispute) actually took the trouble to speak to Ukrainians
directly, instead of quizzing Poles about their enemies’ views. He con-
cluded that accusations that the Ukrainians were Bolsheviks were non-
sense and that the Ukrainians were misrepresented in Paris.89 Paton tried
to make this argument with the Poles, insisting that “one should not fight
Galician Ukraine, for she is anti-Bolshevik; on the contrary, one should
reach an agreement with her and fight together against the Bolshevik
army.”90 General Louis Botha similarly argued that contrary to the Poles’
claims, the Ukrainians could be useful allies in a battle against the Bol-
sheviks.91 Indeed, the prospect of Soviet control of the region was hardly
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attractive to those Ukrainians who remembered the repression of
Ukrainian language and culture and the brutal attacks on the Ukrainian
population that had been part of the Russian occupation of Galicia only
a few years earlier.

But the Poles’ alleged fear of Bolshevism in their midst was little more
than a smoke screen to mask their determination to conquer the oil fields
before the Allies could grant them to the Ukrainians or take them for
themselves. While the Poles did not challenge the Allies’ right to settle
the territorial question in Paris in principle, behind the scenes they were
well aware that Allied interests and Polish interests were not, in fact,
identical. First, while the Allies desired the most rapid possible attainment
of peace and security in the region, the Poles would be better served by
a longer conflict if it left them indisputably victorious. In Szczepanowski’s
report of a conversation that he had with Berthélemy in early February,
he described his response to Berthélemy’s request that he, as an oilman
himself, should wish to find a compromise with the Ukrainians that
would prevent any further destruction of oil wells. “If it comes to the
destruction of wells, I am ready to see mine the first to be burned down.
. . . For Poland it might even be more advantageous if they destroyed as
much as one-third of the wells and the remaining two-thirds fell into our
hands, than if they destroyed nothing and the whole of it served as a
source of strength for our enemies against us.”92 Nor did Szczepanowski’s
cynicism stop there. He warned that the Allies’ motives were suspect: the
“capitalist spheres of these countries have ongoing plans of annexation and
make efforts to obtain the basis [for action] in that direction. The gov-
ernments seek every possible means and source to obtain their inclusion
as war reparations.” He insisted that “oil matters require great vigilance,
for I have a very strong fear lest petroleum be neutralized to our great
detriment in that the English and French would annex it for themselves.”93

Polish intransigence exasperated the Allies in Paris. Lloyd George noted
in despair that eastern European “nations were going straight to perdi-
tion.”94 Since General Haller’s army had been allowed to return to Poland
(theoretically to fight the Bolsheviks), the Polish army’s superiority over
the Ukrainian forces ensured an imminent Polish victory. Capturing the
oil fields remained the Poles’ primary goal in the region. On 19 May, the
British minister to Warsaw, Percy Wyndham, made one last attempt to
convince Piłsudski to sign on to an armistice. But Piłsudski remained
firm: Lviv and the Drohobycz-Borysław oil region must be Polish, even
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though he was prepared to leave the other Polish territorial demands to
be settled by the peace conference in Paris. Aside from the oil fields, he
was willing to give up large portions of Eastern Galicia in exchange for
Lithuania.95 As Wyndham and Piłsudski discussed the fate of the oil fields
in Warsaw, on 19 May 1919, the Polish army marched into Borysław.96

The loss of the oil fields was a major economic and military setback
for the Ukrainians, who were deprived of one of the few commodities
they had been able to sell in exchange for arms. The Czechoslovaks were
also devastated. There were seven Czech refineries left over from the
empire, which were totally dependent on Eastern Galician oil. The Cze-
choslovak government had made arrangements with Ukraine for a trade
profitable to both parties when the Ukrainians had controlled the oil
region.97 Now they were afraid that Polish control would cut off their
supply, and with good reason, since the conclusion of an agreement with
the Polish government was out of the question.98 As the Czechoslovaks
feared, the Poles were not eager to honor any contractual obligations into
which the Ukrainians had entered before losing the oil fields. The Cze-
choslovak minister of public works, F. Staňka, requested that President

neutralization and international (including Czechoslovak) control of the
Borysław region. In addition, he asked that the Poles be forced to rec-
ognize the Czech-Ukrainian petroleum agreement.99 Although the Cze-
choslovaks found sympathy with the French delegate to Poland, Eugène
Pralon, he was unable to sway the Poles. When Pralon asked the Polish
minister of foreign affairs to honor the Czechoslovak demand that ninety
thousand tons of oil they had purchased from the Ukrainians be deliv-
ered, the minister replied that “we do not take over any Ukrainian ob-
ligations. Besides which, our nation knows that, in exchange for oil, the
Czechs paid ammunition, which was then used against us.”100 The Poles
believed that the Czechoslovaks even planned a direct attack on Borysław
to remove it from Polish hands (and presumably return it to the Ukrain-
ians, who were more agreeable).101

Outdone and exhausted, the Ukrainians succumbed to the over-
whelming strength of the Polish forces and signed an armistice on 16
June that ceded Lviv and the oil fields, but it was repudiated by Dr. Jevhen
Petrushevich, who led a renewed Ukrainian attack.102 On 25 June, the
Council of Four decided that the Bolshevik threat and increased Bolshevik
activity in Ukraine mandated Polish military occupation of Eastern Ga-

Edvard Benes intervene with the Great Powers in order to achieve theˇ
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licia for the time being, claiming that this would not affect its final de-
cision on the fate of the territory. This claim came as no consolation to
the Ukrainian delegation, which immediately appreciated the gravity of
its loss.103 Ukrainian troops were forced to withdraw east of the Zbruch
River.104 On 28 June 1919, a treaty with Poland announced that Eastern
Galician borders would be determined at a later date.105 In July 1919, the
Polish-Ukrainian war came to a close, leaving fifteen thousand Ukrainians
and ten thousand Poles dead.106 Only on 4 September 1919 did the Poles
and Ukrainians reach a final armistice, the Ukrainians having accepted
the Zbruch River as the Polish frontier.107 As Ukrainian politicians had
feared all along, with Polish control of Eastern Galicia came measures
designed to deny the Ukrainians even those cultural and social benefits
they had achieved under Habsburg rule: Ukrainian chairs at Lviv
University were abolished, Ukrainian professors were dismissed, and
Ukrainian students were denied admission unless they could demonstrate
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that they had served in the Polish army during the Polish-Ukrainian war;
Ukrainians were removed from government positions, use of the Ukrain-
ian language was restricted, and the term “Ukrainian” was banned.108

Ultimately, despite the work of the various committees and commis-
sions, it was the military activities of the Poles and Ukrainians that de-
cided the fate of the oil fields, not the diplomacy of the Allies. For some,
the results of the Paris Peace Conference’s attempts to bring peace to
Eastern Galicia had been a travesty of international diplomacy. Even one
of Poland’s greatest advocates, Lord, had to admit that its fate had been
settled “vi et armis, without the Conference and at times to the lively
displeasure of the Conference,” and that it had “been denounced as a
craven surrender in the face of a fait accompli, a betrayal of principle, the
sacrifice of three and a half million Ukrainians to the ravenous Polish
imperialists.”109

Still, the Poles’ de facto control over Eastern Galicia was not secured
until it had been awarded de jure as well. Some diplomats continued to
tinker with the borders throughout the fall of 1919 and into the 1920s.
The British delegation, in particular, still favored some sort of self-
determination for the Ukrainians. Lord Curzon, who replaced Balfour as
British foreign secretary, insisted “that under no circumstances should E.
Galicia be annexed to Poland,” thereby separating Galician Ukrainians
“from their racial fellows” east of the Zbruch River.110 Under pressure
from the British, on 19 September the Council of Heads of Delegations
examined the CPA’s statute on Eastern Galicia, in which it again rec-
ommended a frontier that would leave Lviv and the oil fields part of an
autonomous territory connected to but outside of Poland proper.111 Even
when the British succumbed in November and decided to grant Poland
administration of Eastern Galicia, they added the caveat that the current
settlement would last twenty-five years, after which time the League of
Nations could reconsider.112

This temporary settlement naturally made the Poles nervous. Pade-
rewski was not impressed and insisted that the provisional nature of the
proposal made it impossible for the Poles to accept. Arguing that it was
the Polish state that would provide the main source of funds for the
reconstruction of Eastern Galicia, “especially in the oil districts where
much Allied capital had been invested,” Paderewski asked, “If at the end
of the temporary period . . . Galicia be snatched from Poland, from what
source would Poland draw its reimbursement?”113 Grabski pointed out
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that “Galicia’s resources in petroleum would not suffice to amortize the
numerous sums which would have to be advanced if its economic reha-
bilitation were to be made possible.”114 Investments would not be secure
if investors could not be sure with what government they would have to
negotiate for favorable business terms in the future.

Given the lack of finality in all of these decisions and the continuing
resistance of the British, it was very important for the Polish administra-
tion to be able to demonstrate that it had complete control over the
province. If protecting investments had been a motivation for the Great
Powers to cede control of the basin to the Poles, this decision might be
reconsidered if the Poles did not live up to their claims to be competent
administrators. But forcing the Ukrainian army to retreat from the oil
basin was only the beginning of the struggle to restore peace and order
and enable the resuscitation of the oil industry. So in August 1919, when
tensions mounted between workers and their employers, it was a matter
of great concern to the Drohobycz chief district magistrate, who called
on the governor’s office to provide “six to eight mature, well-paid,” and
“qualified, energetic police agents” to restore control to the oil basin and
prevent a general strike of oil workers.115 Throughout the fall, the chief
district magistrate’s fears were realized as the situation in the Drohobycz
district worsened both politically and economically. After a large dem-
onstration protesting food distribution in late October and rumors of
impending oil workers’ demands for a 100 percent pay increase, the chief
district magistrate was concerned that local Ukrainians would plan an
uprising on 1 November, and also that a socialist movement was be-
coming stronger in the Borysław basin and was perhaps even tending in
the direction of Bolshevism.116 Drohobycz, after all, had been the site of
the only significant Communist uprising in the Western Ukrainian
People’s Republic, in April 1919. The Ukrainians, he deduced, were trying
to bring their maltreatment at the hands of the Polish government to the
attention of the world. The oil basin needed to be protected if it was to
retain its value: “In order to secure the priceless treasures in the shape of
the oil reserves in Borysław basin today as in the future, I obtained from
the military authorities an intensification of military personnel, which I
assigned quarters in Drohobycz and in the closest regions of the oil
basin.”117 Aside from close military supervision, the chief district magis-
trate recommended that the best means of countering Bolshevism was to
make sure that the oil workers were well fed, and he recommended taking
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energetic measures to ensure this, predicting that the moment the food
distribution problem was solved, the Bolsheviks would lose their appeal.

As the weather turned colder and worker anger increased, the em-
ployers became incensed at the lack of police protection.118 Equipment
that was irreplaceable in a time of economic trouble was being stolen
from under their noses, and there were not enough police to stop the
thefts. Hitting the Polish government in Warsaw where it really hurt, they
asserted that “because of this, the oil industry sustains incalculable
damage, diminishes, and is today on a significantly lower level of devel-
opment, in spite of the opening of fresh oil-bearing fields, than it was
under the Austrian government.”119 As the employers predicted, the
winter of 1919–1920 was a time of trial for the oil basin’s residents. On
10 December 1919, ten thousand workers and clerks in the oil mines of
Borysław-Tustanowice went on strike, demanding that the government
live up to promises to improve the food situation it had made during
earlier disturbances through the late fall. Their strike was successful to a
certain degree: the State Oil Office provided the Committee for Food
Distribution with twenty-five hundred tons of refined oil products to
trade for food. This measure secured enough bread, flour, legumes, salt,
and cheap jam for the near future and appeased the workers, who re-
turned to work.120

The workers’ action and the miserable conditions that provoked it
came to the attention of the British ambassador, Sir Horace Rumbold.
He sent numerous complaints to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs re-
counting a long list of disturbing reports emerging from the oil basin.
He insisted that it was the fault of bad management of food distribution
that the workers engaged in “disquieting behavior.” He demanded the
rescinding of a decree that forbade transfer of food from one district of
Galicia to another, as well as the removal of corrupt administrators. Scan-
dalous accounts of officials taking bribes to redirect food “naturally have
a strong effect on the starving population.” Such miserable conditions
made the residents vulnerable to extremism—perhaps even Bolshevism,
he warned. Inflation had led to an increase in workers’ wages of 700
percent since the beginning of the war, but prices had risen 2,000 percent
during the same period. Workers complained not only of employers’ mal-
treatment, but also of government abuse. The ambassador suggested that
if the government took the lead in providing assistance, then perhaps the
employers would be swayed to make larger contributions to providing
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adequate housing, still a pressing problem. The local police, young men
recruited from Poland (i.e., not from Galicia), appeared to be totally
corrupt; it had been proven that many acts of theft were carried out with
the knowledge of the police. Jews and Ukrainians were the main victims
of illegal police confiscation of food. Hunger and malnutrition had led
to an outbreak of a typhoid fever epidemic in the region.121

The ambassador’s complaints created a flurry of activity that stretched
from Warsaw to the oil basin. The minister of foreign affairs, greatly
embarrassed, turned in exasperation to the prime minister and the min-
ister of the interior in Warsaw for help:

This letter from the British ambassador seems to point to a strong in-

terest on the part of the British in the domestic affairs of our country.

There is no doubt that nothing damages us in the eyes of the British as

much as poor administration. Opinions shaped in this regard today will

become decisive in the moment of the resolution of the question of the

Polish eastern territories, in particular Eastern Galicia. . . . I ask you, Mr.

President, to direct this matter to the appropriate parties and apply

pressure in the direction of examining and improving the conditions in

the Borysław district.122

A Committee for Fighting Typhoid Fever was created, which sent a letter
to the director of state railways, again referring to the ambassador’s mem-
orandum. The ambassador had suggested that the ubiquitous bugs and
vermin infesting the trains into and out of Borysław were partially re-
sponsible for the spread of typhoid fever, and the committee ordered that
they be cleaned regularly.123

After himself warning of Bolshevism, famine, and worker strikes, the
chief district magistrate now tried to defend the local situation and his
own administration. None of these problems was unique to Borysław, he
argued. The entire republic suffered from food demands that exceeded
available supply. He adamantly denied that any local officials were cor-
rupt. On the contrary, the government was actually favoring oil workers:
by selling oil to buy them food, the state had taken on a large burden of
expense to the workers’ benefit, which made them better off than other
citizens of Poland. Local chaos and crime were remnants of the Ukrainian
“invasion” that the Polish authorities had not yet had the opportunity to
repair. The chief district magistrate had recently been able to arrange for
better security in the region: a new investigative unit would be stationed
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in Borysław equipped with fingerprinting and photographic equipment,
police dogs, and other hallmarks of modern crime prevention.

However, it was not only the political insecurity of the region that
caused the trouble. The chief district magistrate reported that it was also
peculiarly vulnerable to the whims of nature, in particular devastating
floods:

It is hard to blame the Polish government that over the course of a few

months it has not built housing for 10,000 families! The fault here must

be ascribed in first measure to the owners of the mines and particularly

the conviction that Borysław and the entire basin is only temporary,

that water covers and will soon cover the entire oil terrain. Thanks to

this provisional quality, not only have no houses been built, but in

general no lasting construction has been carried out in the town itself—

no communication networks have been created nor have any of the

constructions that are common in industrial centers been undertaken.124

As for confiscations, they only affected known speculators and were totally
legal. The typhoid fever epidemic had been reduced by the energetic ac-
tivities of the local doctor. In conclusion, he called the British ambas-
sador’s accusations a “tendentious and malicious representation of the
situation in the petroleum basin.”125

The district police commissioner in Przemyśl and the food distribution
inspector for the region were also called upon to respond to the ambas-
sador’s accusations. The police commissioner admitted that the food sit-
uation remained dire, particularly for married workers, and that the
influence of Communist agitators on the workers was obvious. Never-
theless, he had been unable to uncover any evidence of wrongdoing by
the police. Just to be safe, he had fired any suspicious individuals
throughout the Przemyśl district.126 The food distribution inspector like-
wise reported steady improvements.127 Despite all their efforts, throughout
1920 and 1921 strikes were a regular feature of the Borysław calendar, to
the consternation of the minister of the interior. Most of the strikes in
the oil basin centered around insufficient food and stimulated the chief
district magistrate to make renewed demands for better food distribution
in the area, the only way to fend off political radicalization.128

That Poland continued to feel insecure about its hold over the oil basin,
and the rest of Eastern Galicia, for that matter, is further demonstrated
by the attention given to rumors of imminent Ukrainian attack as late as
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1921. The Head Command of the Polish army’s General Staff reported
in January 1921 that Ukrainians were planning an upcoming attack on
Eastern Galicia, basing this claim on information provided by a “reliable
Viennese source.” According to this source, the foreign branch of the
Communist Party (Bolshevik) of Ukraine (KP[b]U) had held a conference
in Vienna in November 1920.129 There, according to the informant, it
discussed plans to launch a new offensive against the reactionary Polish
state in the spring. Eastern Galicia was the most important region. It
agreed to send 1 million Polish marks to Lviv to support agitation,
200,000 of which were to be spent in the Drohobycz-Borysław oil re-
gion.130 The concern that this news provoked signals the Polish military’s
nervousness about the retention of the oil fields. While the Ukrainians
did not launch a renewed attack on Eastern Galicia, a war did break out
between Poland and Soviet Russia on 25 April. At first the Soviets ap-
peared to overpower the Polish army, but with extensive military equip-
ment from France, the Poles were able to emerge victorious on 12 Oc-
tober.

The French military and political support that assisted the Poles in
their victory against Russia came at a cost, as was revealed by the terms
of the Petroleum Convention signed by the two states. On 19 February
1921, a Polish-French treaty for “mutual aid and military cooperation”
set the groundwork for the Petroleum Convention, which was negotiated
one year later131 and was later ratified by the Polish Sejm on 12 May 1922.
According to Polish historian Zofia Zaks, the terms of the Petroleum
Convention were very unfavorable for Poland. Poland was forced to grant
the French the right to duty-free exports of petroleum and its refined
products in excess of the quota designated for domestic production. The
French also received preferential treatment regarding taxes, including an
exemption from property taxes and forced loans of French capital placed
in petroleum companies in the future. Zaks concludes that “with the help
of the convention, France secured itself definitively a controlling position
in the Galician oil industry.”132

The French had every reason to be pleased with their progress in se-
curing control over the Galician oil industry. The First World War had
convinced France, like all the other belligerents, of the significance of
petroleum. Throughout the 1920s, the French took steps to ensure that
in the event of another European conflict, their supply of petroleum
would be secure. Galicia played an important role in this endeavor, as
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the detailed studies and investigations made by the Crédit Lyonnais reveal.
A certain Jean Chanove approached the bank in July 1922 with plans to
create a corporation in response to the French government’s concern that
France was “currently completely at the mercy of foreign (English or
American) suppliers [of petroleum], and in case of war, its situation
would be very serious as a consequence.” Chanove was in a position to
ensure control of a company that owned pits in Borysław and other
villages in Eastern Galicia, as well as pits in Romania and Mexico, and
wished to know if the Crédit Lyonnais would like to participate in this
venture.133

Although there is no evidence that the Crédit Lyonnais chose to be-
come directly involved in the Polish oil industry at that time, French
involvement in the oil industry was unquestionably increasing (as it was
throughout the various branches of Polish industry, mostly at the expense
of the Germans).134 Since the San Remo Convention of 1920, during
which Great Britain and France had agreed to divide control over the
Galician oil fields between themselves,135 British interest had progressively
diminished, making room for French domination.136 Contemporary an-
alysts compiled figures demonstrating that the French owned 55 percent
of the Polish oil industry by 1920 and 75 percent by 1923.137 French
companies that had begun to get involved before the First World War
redoubled their efforts at expansion. Foremost among these was the So-
ciété des Pétroles de Dabrowa (Lille). It gained control over the descen-
dants of the companies founded by MacGarvey and Szczepanowski in the
1880s. In 1920, it increased its capital from 13 to 50 million francs (by
creating 74,000 new shares) and in 1921 to 138 million francs (by creating
176,000 new shares). By the end of 1922, it could proudly proclaim to
its shareholders that it had “taken a very important place in Poland, in
the refining industry and in the market for products refined from petro-
leum.”138 Dabrowa alone controlled 25 percent of the total oil production
of Galicia. Its holdings covered over 13,000 hectares and included more
than 350 productive wells and another 80 in exploration. In 1922, it was
responsible for 12,000 meters of drilling. Its reservoirs could hold 300,000
tons, and the six refineries under its control (three in Poland and one
each in Czechoslovakia, Austria, and Hungary) had a refining capacity of
300,000 tons. Its pipelines covered 400 kilometers, and it owned 1,000
railway transport cisterns and one boat cistern of 600 tons. Its commercial
subsidiaries included seventy-seven points of retail sale. It employed 6,600
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people. Dabrowa looked forward to a future that held only happy pros-
pects for the Polish oil industry and for its own shareholders:

At the moment when the young Polish state, emerging itself from the

thankless period of its reconstitution, shows itself disposed to favor the

expansion of its great national industry, the Société des Pétroles de Da-

browa . . . is ready to respond to its appeal and contribute in a large

measure to the rapid development of the natural riches of this country.

[The company] finds itself in a state of prosperity paralleling its indus-

trial development, the legitimate recompense for its reasoned confidence

and its perseverant efforts.139

When Eastern Galicia was formally given to Poland in March 1923, the
political situation appeared to have been stabilized. The territory was
officially Polish, even if many of its residents did not feel themselves to
be. Local administrators and businessmen could go about their work with
the security that came from knowing that they fell under the jurisdiction
of the government in Warsaw. But as French investors congratulated
themselves on their ability to wrest control of the industry from the
Germans and the British, and the Polish government celebrated the be-

production over the preceding decade became impossible to ignore. The
Polish (as opposed to Austrian or Galician) oil industry had been born,
but the oil supply that was to provide its lifeblood was in terminal decline.

ginning of the Second Republic, the real meaning of the steady decline in
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Conclusion

By 1923, no one could deny that the history of the Austrian oil industry
in Galicia had come to a close. Nevertheless, many hoped that the history
of the Polish oil industry had just begun, and that it would be blessed
with production and profits previously unknown to poor Galicia. In the
1920s, a Polish geologist estimated that 30 million tons of oil had been
extracted from Polish soil, and that 120 to 160 million tons remained.1

This estimate was quickly taken up by the American-Polish Chamber of
Commerce as proof that with only 7 percent of its existing oil reserves
exploited, the industry deserved considerable investment.2 At the same
time, the Bankers Trust Company pointed out that Galicia still possessed
the third-largest oil reserves in Europe, and that the Drohobycz refinery
was the largest on the continent.3 Even in the late 1930s, many continued
to place their hopes on the potential for increased production in Galicia,
now called “Little Poland.” As in the earlier period of expansion, it was
not only Poles who hoped to benefit from Poland’s natural resources;
interested parties appeared from the West and the East, with plans based
on varying predictions of voluntary cooperation from the Polish govern-
ment. French companies’ investment in Galician oil fields continued to
increase throughout the early 1920s. According to one historian, at the
beginning of the Second World War, “Soviet experts were unanimous in
asserting that the recovery of oil could be substantially increased in the
part of the Ukraine seized from Poland, that is, in Galicia.”4 In the face
of such stubborn optimism, it took decades before the suspicions of a
few became the conviction of many: oil would not play a significant role
in resuscitating the Polish economy, nor would it provide the pathway to
economic development of the region. Polish, French, and Soviet hopes
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alike were to prove unsubstantiated, and by the last years of the Second
World War, an American expert reporting to the Petroleum Industry War
Council asserted that “oil [was] truly ammunition in World War II” and
simultaneously dismissed Poland’s oil industry as insignificant and un-
worthy of attention. “Poland’s negligible oil industry,” he reasoned,
“enemy-occupied and Nazi-dominated, has doubtless been mulcted to the
limit.”5

Why did it take so long to notice a decline that, with hindsight, can
clearly be seen to have begun in 1910? Drops in Galician production had
indeed been noted by contemporaries, but past experience had proven to
the optimistic that downward trends were often reversible. After all, pe-
riodic declines were known not only in Galicia, but also in the gigantic
and incontestably thriving oil industry of the United States.6 A year or
two of stagnating or declining production was not considered a sign of
irreversible decline and doom. Since 1910, oil production had periodically
fallen, then risen again—from 1921 to 1925 as much as 10 percent—
giving industry experts cause to believe as late as 1928 that “the decline
in production is thus not yet an unhesitating and hopeless decrease.”7

When French companies took over the industry in the aftermath of
the First World War, they found that the amount of investment required
to extract oil had become too great to merit further production. French
investments had been based on two optimistic assumptions, both of
which were to prove false. First, widespread hopes that the export of
refined products to France would be profitable were not realized. Second,
the anticipated discovery of new oil fields and increases in production
after several years of consistent decline remained elusive. The continued
decrease in production led to a massive reassessment of the Polish oil
industry’s value to the French. By 1926, Germany was again the main
importer of Polish oil, followed by Austria, Czechoslovakia, Scandinavia,
and Hungary. France imported only 1.5 percent of Polish oil.8 In 1938,
Poland produced 501,300 tons of crude, compared with over 2 million
tons in 1909.9

Declining oil production challenges claims of the importance of human
agency. At first glance, it would appear that the real cause for the long-
term failure of the Galician and later the Polish oil industry had a lot to
do with geological givens that were unrelated to foreign capital invest-
ment, tariffs, labor relations, or railroads. After a few brief years of dev-
astating overproduction, the “immeasurable quantities of oil”10 buried in
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Galician soil had petered out just as their availability became critical to
the Central Powers’ wartime strategy. This supports the contention that
“geography and geology are themselves givens—variable across time—
that affect the course of economic history, and this is particularly the case
with oil.”11 Men certainly cannot create oil where there is none, a problem
that plagued the Central Powers in the First World War and Germany
again in the Second and threatens to create chaos in states that have come
to depend on fossil fuels to drive their entire economies.

Nevertheless, human activity does profoundly affect how much oil finds
its way from the belly of the earth to the bottom of a barrel. On the one
hand, human technology has won access to subterranean regions of once
unimaginable depths. By the Second World War, a proud industry expert
could claim that “in the first few minutes of a drilling operation, the
fishtail bit has often penetrated antiquity more remote than recorded
human history.”12 Even in the three decades before the First World War,
the average depth of wells sunk in Galicia increased dramatically. In the
1860s, the deepest wells were 120–150 feet deep, and in the early 1870s,
a well that reached 350 feet still raised eyebrows.13 By the 1880s, both of
these figures had been dwarfed by wells sunk down to 1,000 feet with the
help of MacGarvey’s drilling technology.

On the other hand, producers can rob themselves of access to oil that
does in fact exist, and whose location is even known. Thus one can argue
that the practice and methodology of extraction do affect the amount of
petroleum ultimately available for human consumption. In 1925, one oil
expert expressed concern about “a quick exhaustion”14 and explained how
much precious oil was lost to wasteful human extraction: “Every drilling
means predatory mining. It has been proven that a drilling can only
remove one-fifth to one-third of the petroleum in an oil bed. The re-
mainder remains in the stone like moisture in an only slightly squeezed
sponge. Many probes were given up as exhausted, when in reality they
were not, and thus became victims of watering down.”15 It is possible
that the recklessness with which wells were sunk, drained, and abandoned
in the early years of the Galician oil industry negatively affected the
amount of oil that could be extracted. As engineers warned, hastily and
thus carelessly dug pits were more vulnerable to collapse, water breaks,
and premature abandonment. But oilmen must wrest every possible drop
of oil from each of their producing wells in order to cover their losses in
wells that remain dry, since producing oil from an existing well is much
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less costly than digging a new well.16 Premature collapse not only meant
less oil, but also substantially less profit. This was the lasting legacy of
private ownership of mineral rights, of the wild years of the 1860s and
1870s, and of the race to reach oil “before the neighbors” throughout the
nineteenth century.

Much of the excitement and glamour of the early oil industry sur-
rounded the wildcatters and their heated race to discover oil. Even when
oil was found, it still had to be coaxed from its resting place and up to
the surface. The key ingredient in this process was gas. Tapping into a
reserve of gas would cause it to rush toward the surface, carrying along
with it the oil trapped underground. Inevitably, where there was oil, there
was gas; the question was, how much? Too much gas would cause a
gusher, a spectacular and disastrous occurrence. It was impossible to gain
control of a gusher until the gas itself was spent, which brought the
operator back to the problem of too little gas. Without the aid of gas,
extracting oil was a much more laborious process, requiring the slow and
expensive pumping of oil that would otherwise rise up of its own accord.
Rarely did pumping pay for itself; more rarely still could a pumped well
turn a profit.

The problem of gas, along with similar problems caused by water,
which would fill up wells dug poorly, too quickly, or without appropriate
reinforcements, and by earth, which would cause poorly reinforced wells
to cave in, meant that the oil industry was not amenable to a learn-as-
you-go style of industrial development. Austria did not, after all, possess
“immeasurable quantities of oil” in Galicia. The process of exploring
rashly and foolishly could make precious oil inaccessible to later operators
who knew how to do it correctly, just as the work of an inexperienced
archaeologist not only may fail to uncover traces of civilizations past, but
also may render potentially effective work by later generations impossible.
Allowing producers to run roughshod over Galician oil terrain, with the
desire to beat competitors to the goods as their primary concern, carried
with it serious consequences for the later development of the industry.
In this way, social structure and legal policies made in reflection of that
structure did indeed change the lay of the land and its potential to pro-
duce wealth.

Galicia suffered from the juxtaposition of an economy that was widely
considered to lag behind industrializing Europe and the early discovery
of a natural resource that predated its discovery just about anywhere else.
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Many Polish scholars have stressed that the 1853 delivery of lamps and
lighting oil to the Lviv General Hospital preceded the internationally rec-
ognized birthday of the oil industry, Colonel Edwin L. Drake’s August
1859 success in drilling for oil in Titusville, Pennsylvania. The “Polish”
oil industry, they claim, was therefore the oldest.17 The producers, legis-
lators, drillers, distributors, and administrators who created the Galician
oil industry did not have the opportunity to learn from the mistakes
others had already made. In the 1870s, oilmen expected that their only
continental competition might come from what appeared to be promising
oil fields in Italy.18 Significant Russian oil exploration did not begin until
the Nobel brothers founded their Baku-based joint-stock company in
1879.19 There were no established state-controlled industries to emulate,
and the consequences of the wildcatter system in the United States were
mitigated there by an entirely different social and economic pattern. In
addition, the Americans were able to abandon the ravaged oil fields of
Pennsylvania when they began to run dry and head south to Texas, where
supply again seemed unlimited. During an 1874 legislative debate over
mineral rights, the president of the Galician Sejm suggested following the
best model for mining regulations available at that time: those of neigh-
boring Prussia.20 Prussia boasted a rapidly developing economy, it is true,
but it had no oil.

Nonetheless, while a slower, more rational method of extraction might
have slowed the decline, it could not have stopped it. The significance of
the oil lost to water, mud, and greed pales in comparison with the in-
dustry’s greater problem: not only was there too little oil in Galicia, but
there was too much oil elsewhere. The scale of world oil production was
a factor completely out of the control of the Polish government and
Polish industrialists. Global oil production skyrocketed after the First
World War, while Polish production could, at the very best, hope to stay
constant. Although Polish production recovered somewhat from 1921 to
1925, as a percentage of world production it continued its inexorable
decline. Global oil production was around 500 million barrels in 1917;
by 1940, the United States alone produced 1.7 billion barrels a year.21 As
oil became cheaper and cheaper elsewhere, extraction in Poland became
comparatively unaffordable.22 Stanisław Wiktor Szczepanowski argued
that the First World War had proven “the value of the Polish petroleum
Subcarpathians as one of the most important strategic points of Europe.”
Yet he had to acknowledge that the world’s need for oil had been trans-
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formed since the days when Galicia could satisfy the entire domestic con-
sumption of one of Europe’s largest states: when the Germans moved to
regain Galicia from Russian occupation, “they were not interested in ker-
osene for lamps, but rather in railway lines dependent on lubrication, in
military automobiles and the entire air force, dependent on gasoline, in
the power of nautical submarine weapons driven by Polish oils.”23 If the
consumers of oil had changed since the nineteenth century, so had its
producers. The modern machine-made world, driven by the fuel com-
bustion engine, was also a world in which petroleum could be found in
locations as diverse as Mexico, Indonesia, the Middle East, and South
America and in quantities that made Galicia look remote indeed. In 1909,
Galicia ranked third among the world’s top ten leaders in oil production,
behind only the United States and the Russian Empire, and accounted
for 5 percent of world production. Its nearest competitors were Romania,
British India, Mexico, and Japan.24 By 1925, Galicia squeaked in at
number ten with only 0.54 percent, behind the United States (71.2 per-
cent), Mexico (10.7 percent), the Soviet Union (5 percent), Persia (3.1
percent), Dutch East India (2 percent), Venezuela (1.9 percent), Romania
(1.5 percent), Peru (1 percent), and British India (0.75 percent). Global
oil production totaled in one year five times the amount that Galicia had
produced in the sixty-eight years from 1857 to 1925.25 The future of oil
production did not appear to lie within Europe, even if it did lie under
the influence of European powers.

The statistical significance of the Galician oil fields did not survive the
Second World War. Derricks grew fewer, and the hustle and bustle of the
Borysław (now Boryslav) basin became a thing of the past. Still, some
reminders of the excitement and promise of the oil industry—as well as
its victims and its misery—remain even today. After the territorial issue
of Eastern Galicia had been resolved, and after Austrian companies and
bureaucrats had been forced out of the region and replaced by Polish
officials (sometimes the same individuals with different uniforms and
titles), both German Austrians and Poles turned to the process of me-
morializing the industry that was no more—in the former case, as part
of a nostalgic program of commemorating the monarchy itself, in the
latter case as part of an optimistic program to buoy an important national
industry with a glorious national past.

The year 1928 marked the seventy-fifth anniversary of Łukasiewicz’s
invention of the petroleum lamp, an occasion that did not pass unnoticed
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Borysław in 1936. Polish street signs claim the town for the Polish Republic.
(Reproduced by permission of the Österreichische Nationalbibliothek, Vienna.)

in Polish circles. Commemorations were multiple. The Committee for
the Commemoration of Ignacy Łukasiewicz dedicated a monument to
Łukasiewicz as part of the greater Monument of Great Discoverers in
Krosno in 1928.26 The pages of the trade journal Przemysł Naftowy (The
Oil Industry) were filled with notices of celebrations and articles re-
cording the great deeds of the local hero, as were those of national papers
such as Ilustrowany Kurjer Codzienny (Illustrated Daily Courier), Czas
(Time), and Kurjer Polski (Polish Courier).27 Solemn ceremonies were
held in his honor at the academy named after him in Krosno. Łuka-
siewicz’s example suggested that Poland, too long derided as an eastern
European backwater, had more in common with Great Britain than was
often recognized: “This industry—not only in our country, but also else-
where—had as its pioneers and creators people bringing to it idealistic
elements, people whose thoughts stretched across wide horizons, who had
great ideas for the creation of the nation-state. That is how it was here,
and that is how it was in England.”28

Journalists also congratulated other great national pioneers of Polish
industry, like Stanisław Prus Szczepanowski. Thanks to the elder Szcze-
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panowski, one engineer and freelance writer wrote, “The previously poor
Carpathian foothills began to come to life. On the slopes of the Carpa-
thian Mountains, where until then the silence of forests had ruled, the
earth began to rumble under the impact of drills.” He reminded readers
that this was truly a Polish industry—if oil could not be used to boost
the Polish economy, at least it could be used to boost Polish national
pride. The Borysław basin, even if it was the site of much foreign in-
vestment, was created by the “Polish ingenuity” of Władysław Długosz
and Władysław Szujski.29 Długosz himself was proud to note the impor-
tance of Borysław as the cradle not only of the oil industry, but of Polish
engineering: “Borysław was a school for Polish technology from which
grew an entire host of resourceful engineers, who guide that industry to
further development for the good of the Fatherland.”30 The emphasis on
the importance of Poland’s “human resources” in creating the oil industry
was thus not only an expedient line of argument created during the 1919–
1920 negotiations over Poland’s borders, but also a matter of conviction
for Polish patriots. The importance of the human—and Polish—contri-
bution to the “natural utility” of the region continued to be stressed,
further proof that the republic’s southeastern region must remain Polish.

Throughout the 1920s and 1930s, Przemysł Naftowy published historical
articles lauding Polish engineers and industrialists of times gone by. These
articles served to emphasize the Polish nature of the industry, down-
playing the influence of Ukrainian workers, Jews, and foreign entrepre-
neurs (with the occasional exception of MacGarvey). Academics proudly
demonstrated the incontrovertible claim that the Polish oil industry was
actually the world’s oldest, despite Colonel Drake’s greater name recog-
nition.31 Short memoirs of numerous oilmen recounted their entry into
the industry and bragged of their personal connection to local legends
such as Szczepanowski, MacGarvey, and others.32

Galicia and its oil industry came to symbolize something else in
German-language literature. References to the province’s poverty and
misery abounded in the interwar years, as well as during the life of the
monarchy itself. References to the oil industry, though relatively rare,
demonstrate that the Borysław basin was not entirely forgotten and still
attracted eminent visitors. In 1924, Alfred Döblin, a Stettin-born German
writer, traveled through Poland and devoted an entire chapter of his
account of that journey to the oil basin. Seen through Döblin’s eyes, this
was an industrial wasteland in the midst of fertile farmland. “I ride across
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a rich plain filled with arable land. Meadows come, stubble fields, huge
herds of black and dappled cattle, horses run free with young chestnut
colts. White spots in the green, moving, craning necks and yellow beaks,
shrieking: geese.”33 Entering the Drohobycz petroleum refinery, Döblin
confronted “a different world”—a clean, modern world of pipes, con-
veyor belts and typewriters. And in Borysław itself? “The smoke puffs
densely from the ground, by the derricks. Slender, wooden, house-high
pyramids–they already stand here, next to the highway, singly, in groups;
but on the mountains, they stand in bevies, in the middle of the green,
amid tree stumps. All the trees around them are polled.”34 A few years
later, in 1928, Joseph Roth made a similar pilgrimage to Borysław as a
correspondent for the German newspaper Die Frankfurter Zeitung.Where
Döblin had seen only “mutilated forests,” Roth suggested that nature was
able to hold its own against the encroachments of industry. “The oil
derricks here in Borysław . . . although they number in the thousands, are
not the only vegetation of the land. There are still forests that only hes-
itantly give way to the towers and appear rather to surround them peace-
fully than to flee them with hostility.”35

But if Roth and Döblin were both impressed by the relatively harmo-
nious intermingling of oil derricks and oak trees, their portrayals of the
social landscape were not as forgiving. Both authors painted a similarly
miserable picture of the living conditions that continued to characterize
“Austrian El Dorado” long after Polish independence. Döblin described
Drohobycz: “Anyone who hasn’t seen these alleys and ‘houses’ doesn’t
know what poverty is. These aren’t houses, these are remnants of houses,
shacks, sheds, huts.”36 The housing fared no better in Roth’s description:
“Only once in a while a larger house of brick, whitewashed and with a
stony face, interrupts the sad row of the slanted, decaying, and crumbling
dwellings. . . . Not a single one of these hurried homes looks designed to
accommodate sleeping people, but rather to agitate sleeplessness and to
strengthen it.” Roth suggested that the very earth under those houses
threatened to swallow them whole: “Right next to the houses runs a
wooden walkway, held up by short stumpy posts. It would be impossible
to build a paved sidewalk, because pipes carrying oil to the train station
run under the street. The difference between the level of the walkway and
that of the street, but also that of the small houses is considerable, and
the pedestrian reaches or towers over the roofs of the houses and looks
down diagonally through the windows.”37 The misery of “Galician
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Sodom” and “Galician Inferno” outlasted the excitement of “Galician
California.”

Intrigue and conspiracy also found their place in literary memorials to
the Galician oil industry. Galicia appears only peripherally in Robert
Musil’s unfinished novel The Man without Qualities, written in the 1930s.
It is, for example, the birthplace of a Jewish chambermaid and a potent
symbol of dirty and unpleasant travel—both images that are typical for
the memory of Galicia. But the careful reader will be surprised to find
that Galicia plays a central role in some of the main characters’ motiva-
tions and strategies. The novel is set in 1913, and focuses on the plans
for the seventieth anniversary of Francis Joseph’s reign (which would have
occurred in 1918 had the emperor lived that long). To the delight of some
of the event’s planners, and to the consternation of others, a Prussian
industrialist (Arnheim) appears strangely interested in participating in the
preparations. The novel’s hero (if a man without qualities can be referred
to as such), Ulrich, uncovers Arnheim’s true motivation and confronts
the Ministry of War’s delegate to the planning committee with his sus-
picions:

“Of course you’re involved with the oilfields!” Ulrich burst out, sud-

denly seeing the light. “It’s a problem that concerns your naval branch

because it needs fuel for its ships, and if Arnheim wants the drilling

fields, he’ll have to concede a favorable price for you. Besides, Galicia

is deployment territory and a buffer against Russia, so you have to

provide special safeguards in case of war for the oil supply he wants to

develop there. So his munitions works will supply you with the cannons

you want! Why didn’t I see this before! You’re positively born for each

other!”38

The motives and crises of the Austrian military during the First World
War are thus retained not only in the archives of the Ministry of War,
but on the pages of one of twentieth-century Austria’s greatest literary
masterpieces. Musil captured an image of Galicia that was preserved in
literature not only as the birthplace of fleas and poor Jewish refugees, but
also of petroleum-fueled intrigue.

Since the Second World War, commemorating the history of the Bor-
yslav oil basin has been taken up with the greatest energy by Ukrainian
historians and park planners. At the center of many of these memorials
stands Ivan Franko. Franko has been physically memorialized in statues
throughout western Ukraine—in Drohobycz, where he went to high
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school, in Nahuievychi, where he was born, and elsewhere. In Lviv, where
he studied, the university now bears his name, as does the city of Ivano-
Frankivsk, formerly Stanisławów (Stanyslaviv). Franko is, at least within
Ukraine, one of the greatest symbols of the region’s Ukrainian past.

In 1956, the hundredth anniversary of Franko’s birth, the Ukrainian
literary magazine Zhovten’ (October) published a special issue in his
honor that included an interview of a Ukrainian who claimed to have
met Franko personally. He recounted a tale about Franko that he had
heard from a friend of his father’s. His story unwittingly reproduces the
plot of Franko’s novella Boryslav Is Laughing, only substituting Franko
himself for the novel’s fictional hero, Bened’o. Now it is Franko who
came to Borysław and taught the workers how to organize and form a
strike committee and gave their leader “a book by Karl Marx in
German.”39 The creation of a Borysław mythology of proletarians, get-
rich-quick schemes, and patrimonial land lost by naı̈ve Ukrainian peas-
ants to predatory foreigners reveals the impact of the oil industry on
Galician culture and cultural memory.

In the 1980s and 1990s, Galicia became a popular object of the fantasy
of authors who escort readers through a country that no longer exists as
a single administrative or geographic unit. Imaginary travel guides lead
one through the province, from Martin Pollack’s Nach Galizien (To Ga-
licia) to Stanisław Grodziski’s Wzdłuż Wisły, Dniestru i Zbrucza (Along
the Vistula, Dniestr, and Zbruch Rivers).40 Stephan Vajda’s Reisen Anno
1900: Ein Führer durch die Länder der k.u.k. Monarchie (Travel in the year
1900: A Guide through the Lands of the k.u.k. Monarch) finds traces of
the oil industry in Gorlice.41 Everywhere one finds something quaint,
something long gone:

The eastern Galician earth is black and juicy and always looks a bit

sleepy, like a huge fat cow that stands there and good-naturedly allows

itself to be milked. In this way the eastern Galician earth gratefully gives

back a thousandfold everything that one puts into it, without having to

flatter her with fertilizers and chemicals. Eastern Galician earth is

wasteful and rich. It has fat oil, yellow tobacco, grains heavy like lead,

old dreamy woods and rivers and lakes, and above all, beautiful, healthy

people: Ukrainians, Poles, Jews.42

Literary compilations trace the province’s multiethnic past in poems,
short stories, and essays translated from German, Polish, Ukrainian, and
Yiddish.43
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While these compilations, memoirs, and wanderings trace the effects
of the oil industry on imagined Galicia—or, in some cases, try to reinvent
Galicia for readers who have no imagined vision of it at all—they do not
explain more physical remnants of the oil industry in today’s Ukraine.
Three-quarters of a century after Roth’s and Döblin’s visits to the region,
the trees they described as “hesitantly” giving way to oil derricks have
regained control over the hills surrounding Boryslav. A few lone pumps
stand amid pastures and gardens. There are monuments to oilmen, and
statues and schools have been named in their honor, but is the region
any richer for having stored this natural wealth? Not discernibly. Do the
grandchildren of oilmen study in better schools or reach Lviv by more
efficient roads and railways because of a lasting contribution made by oil
revenues to local infrastructure? Certainly not. Is the air more polluted
and the water poorer in fish today because of oil spills and gasoline leaks
in decades gone by? Quite possibly, although it would require the research
of an ecologist to be certain. To the naked eye, the industry seems to
have left almost no trace at all.

The relationship between oil and human society has evolved considerably
over the past 150 years. What was once a curious, messy, and dangerous
substance has become our constant companion—at times visibly, as when
we fuel our own cars, and at times invisibly, as when we store our left-
overs in plastic containers or apply moisturizers to our chapped lips. The
centrality of petroleum and its by-products in our own lives can blind us
to the nature of our predecessors’ relationship with it. In the nineteenth
century, the most profitable use for oil was as a source of light, and
kerosene was its most valuable by-product. Gasoline, on the other hand,
was discarded as useless.44 The first men to concern themselves with oil
were not speculators, entrepreneurs, or industrialists, but “mad” scientists
who alienated themselves from their neighbors in the process. In the first
regions where petroleum was exploited, and where, consequently, law-
makers could not learn from the mistakes of predecessors, this affected
the way oil laws were set up. In Austrian Galicia in the 1850s, no one
had any experience with petroleum, and no one could predict just how
valuable it would become. Legislators, lawyers, pharmacists, and land-
owners who oversaw the infancy of the “oil industry” in the mid-
nineteenth century—whether in Pennsylvania or Galicia—had little idea
of the long-term significance of the decisions they made. The difference
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Boryslav in June 2000. Where derricks once dominated the skyline, trees and
gardens now flourish. (Photograph by author.)

between the two cases is that in the United States, the mistakes made in
Pennsylvania in the 1850s and 1860s could be used to make the wildcat-
ters of Texas smarter because the Texas oil industry was, in effect, a
different one and was regulated by a different set of state laws. Texan
wildcatters had the chance to start over on fresh territory. But in Galicia
there was no moving and starting over. Laws, even when amended, re-
mained at the most basic level the same. Regulations, even when they
became more strict, were subject to the weight of long-established
traditions and expectations embedded within the local culture.

The world our protagonists inhabited is a difficult one to re-create. Its
heroes not only had different expectations about oil, but also moved in
conceptual circles that no longer exist and that call up identities that seem
contradictory or nonsensical to modern sensibilities. If the development
of the Galician oil industry contributed to Polish and Ukrainian nation-
building—and the rhetoric of its leaders, as well as its financial and even
military centrality in the 1910s and 1920s, suggests that it did—its heroes
do not fit nicely into the typical narrative of national awakening. Even
where drillers, industrialists, and investors did intend to support nation-
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building, their lives, relationships, loyalties, interests, and business activ-
ities crossed over national boundaries. Szczepanowski was a Polish expert
on India who immigrated to Austria with a British passport. MacGarvey
and many other early drillers who could not replicate his leap to entre-
preneurship were North Americans searching primarily for adventure and
profit. While these North Americans had little interest in national devel-
opment, their very actions contributed to it.

As individuals, the work of Galicia’s most prominent oil pioneers lasted
only as long as their reputations—and, in most cases, these have been
unable to survive the nationalizing impulses of the twentieth century.
Szczepanowski’s reputation was irrevocably tarnished by his trial and the
scandal it aroused. But even without it, the combination of his Polish
patriotism and his commitment to working within the structure of the
Austrian Empire made him a complicated example of Polish heroism and
has kept him out of Polish biographical dictionaries. MacGarvey, who
died in Vienna during the Russian occupation of his oil fields in the first
months of the First World War, built an oil empire that was destroyed
by the reconfiguration of European space with no room for grand in-
dustrialists from Canada. The legacies of these two great “Galicians” re-
mind us that whom we choose to commemorate is more a reflection of
ourselves and our current values than of the actual accomplishments or
contemporary contributions of our predecessors. Although MacGarvey is
uncelebrated in Poland, he was inducted into the Canadian Petroleum
Hall of Fame in 2000.

If Galicia’s multinational population of oil pioneers defies easy cate-
gorization, the motivations of the industry’s workers are equally difficult
to pigeonhole. Their behavior does not fit nicely into the typologies we
have inherited from the theories of the nineteenth and twentieth centu-
ries. Oil workers had multiple identities that confuse Marxists and stu-
dents of nationalism, but that did not confuse the workers themselves.
They were workers, but also peasants—and young bachelors, and alco-
holics, and Roman Catholics, or Greek Catholics, or Jews, and, in some
cases, but not all, Poles or Ukrainians. Although contemporary politicians
and modern historians alike look for worker interest in nationality, class
consciousness, political freedoms, and physical safety, the evidence sug-
gests that workers’ daily concerns actually revolved around passing their
few idle hours as pleasantly as possible, earning money as quickly as
possible, and spending it as they saw fit and not as their “betters” thought
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they should. Hence a requirement to invest in accident insurance or to
provide for one’s widow with a mandatory life insurance policy aroused
enough anger to cause a strike, but layoffs combined with free railway
passes home or (in some cases) to America were greeted with quiet ac-
ceptance.

Equally offensive to modern sensibilities is the relatively lackadaisical
attitude to oil during the First World War. The complete lack of foresight
that characterized the Ministry of War’s energy policy in the early 1910s
suggests a degree of incompetence that it is hard for the modern observer
to forgive. Scattered statements by contemporaries recognizing the cen-
trality of petroleum both to industry and to waging war make the failure
to solve the problem of transporting oil from Galicia to the Adriatic all
the more puzzling. We must, however, be careful not to interpret those
scattered remarks as universal conviction or even general knowledge.
Hindsight, as they say, is 20/20, and in retrospect, Churchill’s decision to
convert the British navy from coal to petroleum seems ingenious. But
only slowly did military and civilian leaders become aware of the impor-
tance of oil during the First World War. A comparison of the fate of the
Galician oil fields in 1915 and the Romanian oil fields in 1917 makes this
all the more clear. The story of the British destruction of the Romanian
oilfields in anticipation of their capture by the Germans is well known.
How did the Russians behave, though, when they retreated from Galicia
and left its oil fields to the Central Powers? For all the plundering, raping,
and pillaging that the Russian troops engaged in, they left the oil fields
remarkably intact. Austrians were surprised at the limited extent of the
damage. The Russians, themselves suffering from an inability to get oil
from where it was produced to where it was needed, did not even exploit
the Galician oil fields fully during the period of occupation.45 When the
outbreak of the Second World War loomed, a historian looking back on
the First could say with a degree of consternation, “In any case, the course
of the World War 1914–1918 as it relates to oil supply shows us that a
recognition of the importance of economic strength to the waging of war
was completely absent. One needs only to imagine how a general would
incorporate into his plans objects of such value as the two great oil regions
[of Galicia and Romania] and with what effort one would fight over them
in a war today in order to measure the change in perspective over the
past two decades.”46

Of course, it did not take long for military planners to learn from the
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mistakes and oversights of the First World War. In the interwar period,
Lord Curzon’s conviction that the Allies rode to victory on a wave of oil
was widely shared and became a matter of pressing concern for politicians
and generals in every European state without its own domestic source of
oil. Not convinced that they enjoyed “peace for our time,” France and
Germany, in particular, were keen to find a solution to the problem of
how to secure petroleum should another conflict follow upon the “war
to end all wars.” The conviction that reliable sources of petroleum needed
to be secured helped inspire the French to invest heavily in the Polish
industry, but also explains their concern that Polish oil was neither secure
enough nor available in large enough quantities to satisfy their needs
completely. As one historian has concluded, “it was not reason and ar-
gument that prevailed” in determining the fate of Eastern Galicia, but
rather “the obsessive fear of the Allied and Associated Powers of Bolshe-
vism” combined with the French and American bias favor of historic
Poland.47

Hitler, too, devoted considerable time and money to the problem of
oil production. In 1939, 65 percent of Germany’s oil consumption needed
to be imported from outside the Reich, a problem that German leaders
knew would become acute should hostilities break out with France and
Russia. Hitler’s awareness of the need to develop a domestic supply of
petroleum that could not be cut off by Germany’s neighbors led to his
interest in synthetic oil production—a project that received considerable
investments during the 1930s. Hitler went so far as to impose a duty of
170 Reichsmarks per ton on petroleum imports (amounting to approxi-
mately 500 percent of its value) in order to encourage the production of
synthetic fuel.48

Whether as a source of light or as engine fuel, oil had a lot to offer in
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Then, as now, oil could
mean great financial success, industrialization fueled by the internal com-
bustion engine, economic development, and military might. In central
Europe, oil could also mean national legitimacy—a key factor in the
prolongation of hostilities in Eastern Galicia in 1919. For the nascent
Western Ukrainian People’s Republic, the exploitation of oil offered much
more than personal financial gain—oil was the ticket to Ukraine’s very
existence as a state. Likewise, for Polish combatants, control over the oil
fields both provided and was justified by the call for much-needed con-
tinuity. If the men who were the first inventors, pioneers, and investors
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in the industry were Polish, then, it was argued, the Polish nation had a
rightful claim to the industry its sons had built. If it was Poles who had
invested the land with its value, then they deserved to control it. Even
after the Polish-Ukrainian war ended in victory for the Poles, this line of
reasoning continued to inspire countless histories of the “Polish” oil in-
dustry. Poles’ claim to have the world’s oldest oil industry, preceding even
Colonel Drake’s inauguration of the oil era in the United States, became
a matter not only of national pride but of national justification.

If the history of Galicia’s oil industry has a slogan, it is “disaggregate.”
Historians must create categories and make generalizations—without
them, history is only a chaotic conglomeration of infinite actions, state-
ments, births, and deaths. But our desire to make sense out of the past
by simplifying it has to be moderated by a commitment to reproducing
its complexity. This means acknowledging how incomplete national
groups and national identities were. It also means underscoring that even
the most coherent groups are only adequately described when they are
disaggregated. Oilmen were not all alike—some controlled large com-
panies, some small. Some profited from strikes and production stoppages,
some were undone by them. The mixed motives of oil producers explain
the failure of cartels in Galicia, but also the general inability to work
together with “united strength” for the benefit of the industry as a whole.
This only becomes clear when oil producers are not treated as a single
unit. Likewise, oil workers existed as a coherent group only in the minds
of those who tried to use them to further their own agendas. They were
divided into skilled and unskilled, Catholic and Jew, west Galician and
east Galician, aboveground and belowground, men and (a very few)
women. The closer one looks, the less surprised one can be by a lack of
worker “solidarity.”

The political structures in which decisions about the oil industry were
made also deserve to be treated severally. The oil industry provides a
classic example of an industry affected by the global economy, interna-
tional commerce, imperial (or “national”) consumption patterns, provin-
cial laws, local behaviors, and geological conditions that vary by the
meter. Here we see an imperial government that did not impose its own,
oppressive, “colonial” interests on hapless local businessmen, but rather
an imperial government that largely ceded control of an entire industry—
an industry whose development was imperative for the economic health
of the empire at large—to provincial authorities. Imperial interference in
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the oil industry came only “on request,” in deference to the specific de-
sires of the oil industry’s local representatives. Ironically, by rescuing the
Galician oil producers from price collapse in the first decade of the twen-
tieth century, the imperial government actually exacerbated the oil
shortage that proved fateful during the Great War. Here too, then, the
only accurate analysis of the politics of oil in Austria-Hungary is one that
acknowledges the diversity of platforms on which political activity was
performed—from the most local to the imperial and beyond.

In considering the postarmistice (one cannot really say postwar) fate
of the Galician oil fields, diversity again becomes the key. Not only did
different Polish political actors have different visions of the new, re-
created Polish state, but so, too, did Ukrainian politicians, west and east,
and the Allies. To explain why and how Eastern Galicia ended up in Polish
hands, one must understand not only the course of negotiations in Paris,
but also the changing fortunes of the belligerents on the battlefields of
Galicia itself. The outcomes of battles between Polish and Ukrainian
forces were affected by help they received or did not receive from the
western Allies, but so, too, were the Allies’ negotiations constrained by
their inability to impose decisions made in Paris on soldiers and civilians
in Galicia.

Finally, the rise and particularly the fall of the Galician oil industry
remind us of the plurality of landscapes that can characterize one place:
pastoral, industrial, bleak, verdant, ravaged by warfare, abandoned by
industry. In the oil fields of Galicia we see no progression from the char-
acteristically “traditional” to the stereotypically industrial/modern. There
is no progression, only movement—the repetitive rise and fall of the
grasshopper pump mirrors the circular rise and fall of production, of
vegetation, of population.

As the landscape changed, so did the problems faced by its inhabi-
tants—and when problems change, solutions must either be flexible or
risk not being real solutions for long. Galicia and, for that matter, Austria-
Hungary would have benefited from this perspective in the early twentieth
century. Oil producers based their strategies on the premise that they had
more oil than they could possibly use, but they would soon learn that
great wealth in a particular commodity does not translate into wealth for
its producers unless they are very smart and very lucky. Too many pro-
ducers were more concerned with their own short-term profits than with
creating long-term prosperity, greater integration of the industry, and
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superior infrastructure in the province that was their home. Even those
whose sights were set higher than company profitability could not over-
come the incompatibility of their desire for Galician autonomy with the
industry’s need for economic integration with the rest of Austria. For the
Galician oil industry, it was too much autonomy, not too little, that
proved catastrophic.
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Appendix: Data on Oil Production
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2, Österreich-Ungarn (Vienna: Verlag für Fachliteratur, 1912), 10.



Appendix 261

0

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

1898 1900 1902 1904 1906 1908

Crude oil price,
crowns per 100 kg

C
ro

w
ns

 p
er

 1
00

 k
g

Year

Average price of crude in Galicia, 1898–1909. Sources: 1898–1907: Report
prepared by the Chamber of Commerce and Trade in Lviv for the viceroy’s
office, 22 May 1908, TsDIAUL 146.4.3419: 72. 1908: “Volkswirthschaft und
kaufmännische Interessen: Die Sanierungsaktion in der Rohölindustrie von Dr.
S. Segil,” Zeit, 14 May 1908. 1909: Sigmund Brosche, “Enquête über die Krise
in der Mineralölindustrie,” MföA F. 664 Z. 1079 XIV 1910.



262 Appendix

0

500,000

1,000,000

1,500,000

2,000,000

2,500,000

1909 1911 1913 1915 1917

To
ns

Galician
production
Stock

Year

Galician oil production and oil stocks, 1908–1918. Source: Robert Schwarz,
Petroleum-Vademecum: Tafeln für die Erdölindustrie und den Mineralölhandel,
6th ed. (Berlin: Verlag für Fachliteratur, 1929), 178–179; ÖSTA KM MS II GG
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deutsche Schriften des revolutionären Demokraten, ed. E. Winter and P.
Kirchner (Berlin: Akademie-Verlag, 1963): 348–399.

27. Szczepanowski, Nędza Galicyi, xiii.
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67. Jan Stapiński, 15 July 1904, TsDIAUL 146.4.3775: 9–11.
68. Stefan Kieniewicz, The Emancipation of the Polish Peasantry (Chicago: Uni-
versity of Chicago Press, 1969), 207.

69. John Leslie, “The Antecedents of Austria-Hungary’s War Aims: Policies and
Policy-Makers in Vienna and Budapest before and during 1914,” Wiener
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20. Beiträge zur Statistik der Oesterreichischen Industrie: Erzeugnisse aus nicht
metallischen Mineralien und chemischen Industrie (Vienna: k.k. Hof- und
Staatsdruckerei, 1876), 296.

21. Leichner, Erdöl und Erdwachs, 22; H. Perutz, Industrie der Mineralöle, des
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30. Alexander Wójcik, Mowa wygłoszona przez O. Aleksandra Wójcika, gwar-
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135. Wójcik, Mowa wygłoszona, 2, 5.
136. Ibid., 4.
137. Kraj, no. 50 (1899), as cited in Borzym, “Idea polska Stanisława Szczepa-

nowskiego,” 9.



290 Notes to Pages 107–112

138. Borzym, “Idea polska Stanisława Szczepanowskiego,” 8–9.
139. Czas, no. 269 (2 November 1900), as cited in Borzym, “Idea polska

Stanisława Szczepanowskiego,” 16.
140. [Edmund Wengraf], Das hohe Haus: Parlamentsbilder aus Oesterreich (Vi-

enna: Verlag der “Neuen Revue,” 1896), 67–69.

4. The Boys Don’t Sleep at Home

1. Joseph Mendel and Robert Schwarz, eds., Internationale Petroleumstatistik,
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10. Otto Bauer, Die Nationalitätenfrage und die Sozialdemokratie (Vienna:
Wiener Volksbuchhandlung, 1924), 108.

11. Piotr Wandycz, The Lands of Partitioned Poland, 1795–1918 (Seattle: Uni-
versity of Washington Press, 1974), 227–228; Wistrich, Socialism and the
Jews, 300.



Notes to Pages 113–116 291

12. Karl Marx, “Speech on Poland (22 February 1848),” in Karl Marx, The
Revolutions of 1848, vol. 1, Political Writings, vol. 1, ed. David Fernbach
(London: Penguin, 1973), 104–105; Timothy Snyder, Nationalism, Marxism,
and Modern Central Europe: A Biography of Kazimierz Kelles-Krauz (1872–
1905) (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1997), 205.

13. Leonid Rudnytzky, “The Image of Austria in the Works of Ivan Franko,”
in Nationbuilding and the Politics of Nationalism: Essays on Austrian Galicia,
ed. Andrei S. Markovits and Frank E. Sysyn (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1982), 244.

14. Der Arbeter, (Journal of the Jewish Labor Party, founded in 1892), as cited
in Jonathan Frankel,Prophecy andPolitics: Socialism,Nationalism,and theRus-
sian Jews, 1862–1917 (Cambridge: CambridgeUniversity Press, 1981), 177.

15. On Galician populists: Wandycz, Lands of Partitioned Poland, 295; on Ger-
many and France: Hobsbawm, Age of Empire, 137.

16. Wandycz, Lands of Partitioned Poland, 227.
17. Bericht der k.k. Gewerbe-Inspektoren über ihre Amtsthätigkeit im Jahre 1884
(Vienna: k.k. Hof- und Staatsdruckerei, 1885), 238.

18. Charters Wynn, Workers, Strikes, and Pogroms: The Donbass-Dnepr Bend in
Late Imperial Russia, 1870–1905 (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press,
1992), 4.

19. Douglas Holmes, Cultural Disenchantments: Worker Peasantries in Northeast
Italy (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1989), 56.

20. Ibid.
21. Adrian Hall, Fenland Worker-Peasants: The Economy of Smallholders at Rip-

pingdale, Lincolnshire, 1791–1871 (Aberdeen: British Agricultural History
Society, 1992), 18–21.

22. Richard Charles Murphy, Guestworkers in the German Reich: A Polish Com-
munity in Wilhelmian Germany (Boulder, CO: East Europe Monographs,
1983), 65.

23. John Kulczycki, The Polish Coal Miners’ Union and the German Labor Move-
ment in the Ruhr, 1902–1934: National and Social Solidarity (Oxford: Berg,
1997), 9.

24. Ronald Grigor Suny, The Baku Commune, 1917–1918: Class and National-
ity in the Russian Revolution (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press,
1972), 10.

25. As cited in Wynn, Workers, Strikes, and Pogroms, 37.
26. Suny, Baku Commune, 30.
27. Bericht der k.k. Gewerbe-Inspektoren über ihre Amtsthätigkeit im Jahre 1884,
240–243.
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59. Landau, Unter jüdischen Proletariern, 37.
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103. Bobrzyński’s 19 June 1901 report to the Presidium, TsDIAUL 146.8.62.
104. Various reports, TsDIAUL 146.8.62.
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Petroleumstatistik, vol. 2, Österreich-Ungarn (Vienna: Verlag für Fach-
literatur, 1912), 12–13.

2. Ladislaus Szajnocha, Die Petroleumindustrie Galiziens, 2nd ed. (Krakow:
Verlag des Galizischen Landesausschusses, 1905), 20.

3. “Enquête über die Krise in der Mineralölindustrie,” 14; “Ist die galizische
Rohölproduktion in der Lage den Bedarf der Monarchie zu decken?,” Na-
phta 6, no. 9 (15 May 1898), 82.

4. Daniel Yergin, The Prize: The Epic Quest for Oil, Money, and Power (New
York: Simon and Schuster, 1991), 79; “Die Besteuerung des Naphta-
Bergbaues,” Oleum 1, no. 2 (9 March 1912): 20.

5. Szczepanowski’s testimony, Neue Freie Presse, 11 October 1899, M, 7.
6. Heinrich Walter, “Gutachten über das Vorkommen von Erdöl auf den Gü-
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9. Michał Bobrzyński, Z moich pamiętników (Wrocław: Wydawnictwo Zakładu
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ÖSTA MföA F. 664, 30 Mai 1910.

101. Notes from U.S. Ambassador R. C. Kerens to Foreign Ministry, 13 and 15
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1079 XIV 1910: 62.

20. Mineralölindustrie, 79.
21. Austrian Oderberg (today’s Bohumin) lies within the Czech Republic, near
the border with Poland. It was an important railway juncture, from which
Galician goods could be taken northwest to Dresden or southwest to Vi-
enna.

22. Mineralölindustrie, 79. Fanto and Priester both participated in the confer-
ence as representatives of the Cartel of Austrian Mineral Oil Refineries in
Vienna.

23. Anthony Sokol, The Imperial and Royal Austro-Hungarian Navy (Annapolis,
MD: United States Naval Institute, 1968), 58.

24. Milan Vego, Austro-Hungarian Naval Policy, 1904–1914 (London: Frank
Cass, 1996), xiv; Hans Hugo Sokol, Geschichte der k.u.k. Kriegsmarine, vol.
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ische Druck- und Verlagsanstalt, 1981), 41, 55, 262.

36. The illness of sailors succumbing to gasoline poisoning later drove sub-
marines to be converted to diesel fuel. Ibid., 210.

37. Horst Friedrich Mayer and Dieter Winkler, Als die Schiffe tauchen lernten:
Die Geschichte der k.u.k. Unterseeboot-Waffe (Vienna: Österreichische Staats-
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99. ÖSTA MföA F. 665 Z. 31317.
100. Kaiserliche Verordnung vom 10. August 1915, Reichsgesetzblatt (R.G.Bl.)

239, § 1.
101. R.G.Bl. 377, ÖSTA MföA f. 665.
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108. ÖSTA KM 1914 Abt 5/M, 34–15/2.
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110. ÖSTA KM 1914 Abt 5/M 34–15/5–4, 23 August 1914.
111. ÖSTA MföA f. 662, 1909–1918.
112. “Versorgung der galizischen Erdölbergbaue mit Eisenmaterial,” MföA f. 666.
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155. ÖSTA KM MS II GG 1917 8A2/4 Z. 41145, 6 November 1917.
156. Ibid.
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Dzieje Najnowsze 10, no. 4 (1978): 42–58; Les Documents les plus importants
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wystawie 1873 w Wiedniu. Vienna: Nakładem reprezentacyi wiedeńskiej gali-
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Regierungs-Jubiläum seiner Majestät des Kaisers Franz Joseph I. Vienna: Leo-
pold Weiss, 1908.

Gründungsakt und Statuten der Petroleum und Ozokerit Gewerkschaft
“Niebyłów.” Drohobycz: Verlag der Petroleum und Ozokerit Gewerkschaft
“Niebyłów”, 1906.

Guttry, A[lexander]. Galizien: Land und Leute. Munich: Georg Müller, 1916.
Hacquet, Balthasar. “Hacquets Autobiographie und Testament.” In Belsazar

Hacquet, Physikalisch-Politische Reise aus den dinarischen durch die julischen,
carnischen, rhätischen in die norischen Alpen, edited by Hedwig Rüber and
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Mściwujewski, Mścisław. Królewske wolne miasto Drohobycz. Lviv: Piller-
Neumann, 1929.

———. Z Dziejów Drohobycza. Vol. 1. Drohobycz: Księgarnia Ludowa, 1935.
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Verlag des Gründungs-Comité’s der Hamburg-Galizischen Petroleum-Actien-
Gesellschaft, 1865.

Schmedes, Carl Ritter von. Geographisch-statistische Uebersicht Galiziens und der
Bukowina, nach amtlichen Quellen bearbeitet. 2nd ed. Lviv: k.k. Galiz. Aerarial-
Staats-Druckerei, 1869.



328 Archival and Primary Sources

Schmidt, C. F. Eduard. Die Erdöl-Reichthümer Galiziens: Eine technologisch-
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Sociétés des Pétroles de Dabrowa. État des propriétés et participations en Europe

Centrale. Paris: n.p., 1922.
Somary, Felix. Die Aktiengesellschaften in Österreich. Vienna: Manz, 1902.
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k.k. Statistische Central-Commission, Österreichische Statistik. Vol. 32, Die Er-
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Die österreichisch-ungarische Monarchie in Wort und Bild. Vol. 11, Galizien. Auf
Anregung und unter Mitwirkung weiland Seiner kaiserl. und königl. Hoheit
des durchlauchtigsten Kronprinzen Erzherzog Rudolf begonnen, fortgesetzt
unter dem Protectorate Ihrer kaiserl. und königl. Hoheit der durchlauchtig-
sten Frau Kronprinzen-Witwe Erzherzogin Stephanie. Vienna: Druck und
Verlag der k.k. Hof- und Staatsdruckerei, 1898.

Statistik der Oesterreichischen Industrie vom Jahre 1880. Vienna: 1884.
“Statistik des Naphthabetriebes in Galizien.” In Statistisches Jahrbuch des k.k.

Ackerbau-Ministeriums für 1888. Pt. 3, Der Bergwerksbetrieb Österreichs im
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Borzym. Warsaw: Panstwowy Instytut Wydawniczy, 1988.
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Dabrowa, 235; state-owned (Drohobycz),
167–169, 176, 179, 182, 184–185, 192,
199, 201, 219, 237, 245

Renner, Karl, 112
Revolution of 1848, 43
Rockefeller, John D., 5, 92, 143, 148
Rock oil. See Petroleum
Rogosz, Józef, 63
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Tyśmienica River, 152

Sokolnicki, Michał, 214

Szczepanowski, Stanislaw Antoni Prus, 13,
14, 16, 18, 29, 44, 45, 67, 79, 83f, 243,

  
244, 266n15, 270n23. See also N¹dza

of, 82–84; involvement in oil industry,

Galicyi; The Poverty of Galicia in Fig-

84–89, 97–98, 100

ures; debts/trial of, 101–108; early life



Index 343

Ukrainian (language), 29, 69, 226
Ukrainian(s), 1, 7–8, 12, 22. See also
Ruthenians; autonomy, 22, 31, 182;
nationalism, 31, 180–182; in Russian
Empire, 29, 36; -speakers, 35, 41, 46,
109, 269n21; university, 181

Ukrainian National Rada, 207
Ukrainian People’s Republic (UNR), 207,
210, 211, 215, 217, 311n27

Ukrainian Radical Party, 126
Ułaszowice, 58
United States (U.S.), 3, 17, 48, 52–53, 54,
78, 97, 98, 199, 296n111

Vacuum Oil Company, 170, 171
Vajda, Stephan, 247
Vakhnianyn, Anatol’, 41
Vasylko, Mykola Ritter von, 181
Venezuela, 3

Galicia and, 14, 16, 25, 31, 35, 43, 51;
government in, 37, 42, 46

Vienna Chamber of Commerce, 143
Vienna Floridsdorf Mineral Oil Factory
Company, 193

Village communities, 39–40
Vistula Land. See Polish-Lithuanian
Commonwealth, Russian partition

Vistula River, 167, 221, 247

Wachtel, H., 66, 281n65
Wade, H.H., 211, 224
Wages, 35, 45, 106, 116, 118, 121, 123–
124, 129–130, 135, 138, 155, 162, 164,
197, 231

Waldeck, Robert, 97
Walicki, Andrzej, 30, 84
Walter, Heinrich, 99
Wandycz, Piotr, 270n27, 272n48
Warfare, 3, 6, 7, 21
Watson, John Forbes, 83
Wax. See also Ozokerite; Petroleum:
mines, 24, 77, 98–99; products, 76;
terrains, 64; workers, Jewish, 109, 117–
118, 123, 127–133, 136–137

Weigel, Ferdynand, 71

Western Ukrainian People’s Republic
(ZUNR), 22, 206–208, 211, 215, 218,
224, 230, 252

Whites (army), 221

Wildcatters, 53, 60, 240, 241, 249
Wilson, Woodrow, 205
Windakiewicz, Edward, 71, 281n65
Wisłoka River, 167
Witte, Sergei, 172
Włodek, Jan, 210
Wohlfeld, Maciej, 162
Wolanka, 110, 129–130
Wolski and Odrzywolski Mining and

Wolski, Wacław, 88, 98, 100–101, 102–103,
106, 141–142, 147, 149, 156, 194

Women, 3, 5, 7, 10, 47, 73, 77, 80, 90, 95,
100, 102, 109, 117, 125, 127, 146, 154,
161–162, 215, 253

Worker(s), 45, 109. See also Oil workers;
Women; Christian, 129–133, 149;
-peasants, 5, 18; pit, 80–81, 284n22

Worker’s Union, 196
World War II. See Second World War
World War I. See First World War
Wyndham, Percy, 226
Wynn, Charters, 115

Yergin, Daniel, 5, 49
Yiddish-speakers, 109

Zakopi (divisions), 66
Zamoyski family, 146
Zbruch River, 212, 228, 229
Zeh, Jan, 56–58, 279n28
Zeit, Die (Vienna), 37
Zentralen (Exchange), 186
Zeppelin, Count Ferdinand von, 94
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