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Introduction

THIS IS A TRUE STORY.

It’s an examination of how life can irreversibly change. One day, you’re living in peace, and then you’re at war. Sixty-four armed agents from the Criminal Investigation Division of the Internal Revenue Service are kicking down your door. The newspaper headlines scream accusations against you and your family. And your hometown is following the lurid spectacle that your life has become.

You don’t know the reasons, much less the players, that have turned your life upside down. But if you don’t find out quickly, you may be financially devastated and possibly even headed to jail.

This is the story of how my family and I had to fight to uncover a powerful conspiracy that had been launched against us. The IRS was the weapon used by the conspirators. Those who planned it included one of our own employees, a network of highly placed attorneys, and even an opposing faction of our own family—all of whom stood to get rich if they brought us down.

This is my story.

The reason I write this book is simply because it happened. And if my story can prevent events like this from ever happening again, then the book will have served some purpose.

—Charlie Moncrief, April 2002, Fort Worth, Texas





The Moncrief Family Tree
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Chapter One

The Raid

I WASN’T THERE AT THE MOMENT when my life and the life of my family forever changed. But from the accounts I later heard from our employees, as well as exhaustive records and depositions, I can reconstruct the scene as if I had been there. On that morning, I was having blood drawn in a routine physical. “All right, Charlie. This is a good vein. All you’ll feel is a little sting,” the nurse said. Meanwhile, down the street at my office, a busload of sixty-four IRS agents was landing like an army on an enemy beach.

It began early on the morning of Thursday, September 1, 1994, the opening day of dove season. Opening day is nearly a holiday to our family and many others in Texas, but otherwise a typical business day. At 7:45 A.M., the thirty-three employees of Moncrief Oil began arriving for work. First to show up was our petroleum engineer—Scott Bouline, thirty-three, and our geologist Mark Cook, thirty-six. Mark began the day sprawled flat on the carpet,  either resting his bad back or just goofing off, while Scott tried to fix Mark’s broken-down computer.

Outside, in front of our building, called the Moncrief Building, in downtown Fort Worth, Texas, two men sat quietly in an unmarked car. They didn’t give a damn about dove; they were hunting different game. Their windows were fogged with nervous breath. Maybe there was a song on the radio, and—this being Fort Worth—it would have to be a country song, a tune about too much cheating and too many broken hearts.

The Moncrief Building occupies a full city block at the corner of Ninth and Commerce streets. It’s a white marble three-story building, headquarters of our third-generation independent oil family. The building was built by my grandfather, one of the pioneer wildcatters, the late W. A. “Monty” Moncrief. “We’re 100 percent family owned and we intend to stay that way: unincorporated and independent!” he liked to brag, and we still follow his philosophy.

That the building sits squarely in the middle of downtown Fort Worth is also significant. Fort Worth is where the West begins and where the East peters out. It’s a million mental miles away from that showboat city forty-five minutes to the east, Dallas. Some say that Dallas-Fort Worth is becoming one big homogenized metropolis. But the people saying that don’t really know how different Fort Worth is, a laid-back town instead of an uptight city, where everybody knows everybody. The late local writer Jerry Flemmons wrote that, in Fort Worth, “High society is always one generation removed from flour sack underwear.”

The two men got out of the unmarked car. Wearing pistols on their hips, they walked through our unlocked double glass doors and took the elevator to the second floor. They stood silently in the doorway at Mark Cook’s office for a second or two before speaking.

“Get away from that computer!” the older agent barked.

Scott saw a gray haired man flashing a badge standing beside a younger, shorter man.

“IRS!” said the younger man.

The use of the word “IRS” shocked Scott Bouline. He threw up his hands and backed away from the desk, trying to remember the details of his last tax return. Finally, he asked, “Are you after me?”

Thinking this is surely an extravagant practical joke, the geologist Mark Cook didn’t even rise from the floor. “Get up!” the men barked in unison. “What are you doing down there?”

Looking at the badges and pistols.

“Is it about back taxes?” Scott repeated.

“This is a criminal investigation of the Moncrief’s family business,” one of the agents said. “We have a search warrant. We’re taking over the building and confiscating the files.”

Scott’s first reaction was relief, immediately followed by shock.

“Well, that’s none of my business,” he told the agents. “I’ll have to call Mr. Moncrief.” He meant my dad, W. A. “Tex” Moncrief.

“You’re not calling anybody,” instructed the older agent. “You’re going downstairs.”

“Do you have any weapons?” asked the other.

This being Fort Worth, a great many people carry guns. “There’s a nine millimeter pistol in my briefcase,” Mark said. He surrendered the handgun; then both he and Scott reached for their briefcases. “Leave those behind,” said the agent. “Everything in the building is now evidence—and that includes briefcases.”

“Where’s your search warrant?” asked Mark.

“Yeah, let’s see your warrant!” echoed Scott. “How do we know you’re not just two guys off the street flashing badges?”

One of the agents yanked out a copy of a poorly copied search  warrant and then pulled it away before the boys could read the fine type. Warrant enough. Flanked by the agents, Mark and Scott were led down the hallway and downstairs into the executive first-floor lunchroom, which we call “the dungeon.” It’s a cramped room equipped with two dining tables and twelve chairs.

Scott and Mark were ordered to take two chairs, and a third newly arrived agent was posted at the door to guard them. After a minute or two, they heard the sound of footsteps, first a few agents, then a dozen, then a dozen more—storming through the front door of the Moncrief Building. The agents, all plainclothes IRS and wearing U.S. Department of the Treasury badges on their belts, crawled out of unmarked cars, vans, and a school bus.

They fanned out to our building’s three floors searching individual offices. At around 8 A.M. in the third-floor Xerox room, Capt. Walter Word, a seventy-two-year-old World War II navy veteran who has served as my family’s chief pilot for forty years, was making copies of flight maintenance records for the FAA. Two agents rounded the corner and flashed their badges.

“Good morning,” said Walter.

“Get away from that copying machine!” barked an agent. “We’re with the Criminal Investigation Division of the IRS.”

“The hell you are!” Walter exclaimed, thinking the men were playing a practical joke. Then, the agents opened their jackets to show Walter their pistols.

“Now you’ll have to go down to the cafeteria,” they ordered.

Walter asked to see a warrant; the agents refused. They questioned him about weapons and then hustled him toward the door. “I was a navy pilot,” he told the agents. “I did two tours of duty in World War II to get rid of sons-a-bitches like you. You guys remind me of the Gestapo!”

By 8:20 A.M., agents had engulfed every inch of the Moncrief Building. Our security chief, George Watkins, arrived from the post office with the day’s mail. A large black man who has worked for my family since three men in ski masks robbed my mother and father of $1.4 million in jewelry a few years ago, George knows how to handle himself in a fight.

But lately, strange happenings at the Moncrief Building had left him edgy. As he walked through the crowd of agents at the front door, he remembered a recent burglary. The complete haul: a single computer hard drive. What kind of crook would steal a single hard drive in an office filled with valuable oil field memorabilia? That was weird enough, but even weirder was that the window in the computer room, where the hard drive had been stolen, was broken from the inside out. George knew it had to be an inside job.

“Where do you think you’re going?” one agent shouted at George at the front door. “This is a crime scene.”

“Crime scene?” George asked. “You gotta have the wrong building.”

The agent remained stone-faced. “We’re conducting a criminal investigation,” he repeated. “You’ll have to stay out.”

“I’ve got to go into that building!” George said. “I’m in charge of that building.”

The agents let him enter but then led him into the dungeon, which was now a “holding pen” for all Moncrief employees.

Three-quarters of Moncrief Oil’s employees are women. As they arrived for work, each was apprehended, questioned about weapons, and then escorted by two agents down to the lunchroom.

A few of the women made it to their offices before the agents arrived. Joan Barnhart, a.k.a. “Sarge,” who once worked as a court reporter for the U.S. Marine Corps, is a stern, but crackerjack,  secretary and land analyst. “Off the floor and into the lunchroom,” one of the few women IRS agents on the scene demanded, with three male agents at her side.

The agents moved next to the office of Kay Capps, our division order analyst, who keeps track of working interests and royalties. After nineteen years on the job, Kay knows Moncrief Oil inside and out. She was startled at her computer by a hand in her face flashing a badge, followed by the command, “Get your hands off that computer NOW!”

Kay looked up.

“Do you have a gun or mace in your purse?” the agent demanded.

“Who are you?” Kay countered.

“Don Smith, special agent, IRS,” he replied.

We’d later learn that Smith was the chief agent in charge of the investigation. He knew whom to apprehend personally and whom to leave to his juniors. Kay was singled out as a big fish, someone worthy of personal attention. She had no doubts whatsoever about her tax return. She thought the agents had simply raided the wrong building.

“Show me your warrant,” she demanded.

“Just get your purse and come with me to the lunchroom,” said Agent Don Smith.

Downstairs in the dungeon, Kay found everyone crammed together, sitting, standing or leaning against the edge of the two tables. Through the big picture windows, they could watch agents rolling file cabinets and an entire computer system toward the front of the building. Occasionally, a crash from one of the upstairs floors literally shook the walls. The agents kept dropping heavy boxes full of files and whole filing cabinets.

Cramped into the small dining room, the employees’ initial shock was turning to fear. Some began to cry quietly. Many were senior citizens; one was a cancer patient; another was extremely thin and frail, only weeks away from retirement. But even the young employees were visibly shaken. They asked the junior agents, Why are you here? What are you doing? What do you want? But they got no explanation. No additional chairs were provided so everyone could have a seat. There was no food. No water. No phone calls allowed.

In the coming weeks, all these employees would become part of a full-fledged criminal investigation, interrogated before a grand jury, even surprised by the IRS and interviewed in their homes. But for now, they were left to watch the passing parade of file cabinets and white boxes emblazoned with the letters IRS. The boxes were filled with Moncrief Oil files, passing on dollies in front of the tinted lunchroom windows. Agents with cameras had arrived to take pictures of every office and its contents. Sometimes, agents would come downstairs to the dungeon to escort key employees upstairs, ordering them to unlock doors or, they threatened, “We’ll kick it down!”

In Dallas, IRS representatives arrived at the offices of Moncrief Oil’s consulting accountants, confiscating records. Out at Meacham Field in Fort Worth, two more agents watched the Moncrief hangar, where the Lucky Liz, our private jet was parked. It’s a Bac 111 (circa 1967) that’s been in our family for thirty years and has flown Presidents Nixon and Johnson. We later learned that the airport surveillance was to make sure that we wouldn’t attempt a quick getaway by air.

The Moncrief Building and its affiliate offices had been surrounded.

Finally, the lead agent, Don Smith, entered the dungeon.

“This is a criminal investigation of the Moncrief company,” he said “And we are armed. If you want to leave the building, you can leave now. But if you leave, you will not be able to reenter for the rest of the day.”

Many hands shot up. One of them was Captain Walter Word’s. He had work to do at the Moncrief hangar. Two agents escorted him upstairs when he insisted on getting his briefcase from the copying room. They confiscated the records he was copying for the FAA and made him open his briefcase before letting him leave with it. Its contents: pages of jokes for his navy squadron reunions.

Walter handed the agents a sheet from the stack. “The definition of stress is when one’s mind overcomes the body’s basic desire to kick the shit out of some asshole who really needs it,” it read.
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After my morning at the doctor’s office, I had been planning to stop back by the house for a minute to pick up my coat and tie for a morning at the office. Then, I’d head off with the family for the dove hunt that afternoon.

I’m a third-generation independent oilman. I spent six years working in the oil fields of Wyoming, two years working as a land man, and the rest of my adult life learning from my dad and granddad. I’m an ex-marine and a former U.S. marshal. I’ve got a great family: my wife Kit, two daughters from my first marriage and three from my second. I make time for the weekly golf game and an occasional Crown Royal. But like most wildcatters, we work twenty-four hours a day. Drilling rigs, gas plants, and oil and gas production don’t quit at five o’clock.

I figured I would have plenty of time to stop by Dad’s house for coffee as I did every morning. Half a cup with Dad, then ten minutes of talking after Mother’s arrival, then off to the office. Never late, never different. Until today.

The minute I wheeled into my driveway, I knew something was wrong. Kit ran out of the back door, hit the car with both hands, and screamed before I could open the window. “You need to get to your dad’s! Right away! Something’s happened!” I didn’t ask any questions. I just backed out and headed toward Dad’s house, pronto.

Either a medical emergency or an oil well blowout, I thought. We had significant interests in a dozen or so drilling wells, so a blowout—or a screwup—wouldn’t be out of the question. But as I raced through River Crest, the neighborhood of sculptured lawns and spectacular mansions of second- and third-generation oil families, I couldn’t help but focus on Dad, a likely candidate for a medical meltdown. He’d been under stress from a couple of lawsuits and, at seventy-four, he was getting a little too old for wrestling lawyers. But as soon as I stepped out of my car in front of Dad’s house, I knew something entirely different was happening.

Mother met me at the door.

“The IRS has taken over the offices!” she shouted. “They’ve got all of the employees holed up in a room on the first floor!”

I saw a wild look in her eyes. She led me to Dad, W. A. Moncrief Jr., “Tex” to everyone. If you’d seen him at breakfast in his bathrobe, surrounded by his four yapping pug dogs, you might want to sit down for a chat. His mind is still sharp. and like many old time wildcatters, he’s tough as boot leather. Growing up in the shadow of his famous father, Dad continues to operate as he thinks  Granddad would have. Dad can be friendly as a pup, but if you try and butt heads with him, he’ll bite back hard and fast. I speak from experience.

Today, he was slumped in his chair, surrounded by the silent pugs, staring through the broad plateglass window. His face was pale, and there was a lost expression in his eyes. He slowly turned his head towards me. The phone call, Mom said, had come from the office at nine that morning.

“Sixty-four agents,” Dad said finally. “What do they want? Can you think of anything at all?”

Unfortunately, I couldn’t. All I could think was that it all had to be a mistake.

Dad said he’d already talked to Dee Kelly, our longtime attorney and one of the most powerful lawyers in Texas. His team was on its way over to the Moncrief Building.

“I gotta go,” I said.

“Where are you going?” asked Dad.

“To the office. I’m gonna find out what’s going on.”

“You sure that’s okay?”

“You’re damned right it’s okay,” I said. “I’ve got to talk to our employees.”

He nodded, and then returned to gazing out his picture window. I knew what he was doing: talking to Granddad. He did it quite often.

“Give me a call when you get there,” he said at last.
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I walked into a crime scene. A bobtail trailer was backed up to our south door. I spotted only three well-marked government cars. Back in 1973, when I worked as a U.S. marshal, we raided the  Gooch meat packing plant in Abilene. There were dozens of us, and we came in buses. Obviously, that’s what these guys had done.

The entrance to our building has two swinging glass doors. One of them was propped open and an IRS agent was leaning back in a metal chair. He wore a sports coat and white shirt with open collar and had a badge pinned on his belt loop. When he saw me, he didn’t budge an inch.

“Good morning. I’m Charlie Moncrief,” I said from about fifteen feet away.

The agent rocked forward in his chair and onto his feet. I’d already extended my hand and said, almost as a reflex, “How ya doin’?”

“Are you armed or do you have a weapon in the building?” he asked.

“No, I’m not armed,” I said. “I do keep a Marine Corps knife in my desk drawer. But I don’t imagine you’re going to let me get to it, are you?”

“Nope.”

I asked him his name. “Marty Shiel.”

“Who’s in charge here?”

He told me the lead agent was Don Smith.

“Let me see him,”

“You better go in and see your employees.”

“Don’t worry, that’s exactly what I intend to do,” I said. “You get Smith. I want to see him. Right now.”

Before heading off to fetch his boss, he handed me one of his business cards. I found that sort of amusing. As a U.S. marshal in the middle of a raid, I didn’t hand out my calling cards! I walked inside the building, where I felt the upstairs floors rumbling and shaking.

As I entered the dining room, I could hear a few muffled voices, but everybody stopped talking when they saw me. Most of the women were seated, with the men either standing or sitting on the edge of the tables. All were clearly shaken. A few of the women were sitting straight backed on the edge of their chairs, their hands tightly clasped in their laps, as if in church. They were obviously relieved to see me. A couple of them made a motion as if to move toward me to speak or maybe even to give me a hug. A few of them only stared at me, too frightened to speak.

“We don’t have any idea what all of this is about,” I said, “but I’m going to talk to the agent in charge and find out. I want all of you to go upstairs and get back to work.”

“They won’t let us,” said Kay Capps. “They won’t let us go back upstairs.”

“Okay if that’s the case, then there’s no reason for all of you to stay here; you had just as well go home. I’ll need a couple of you to stay here and man the phones.”

At that point, another agent walked up behind me, a clean-cut, heavyset man sporting a mustache. He was constantly fidgeting, not standing square on his feet.

“Mr. Moncrief, I’m Don Smith,” he said. “I’m in charge of this operation.”

“Our people can’t go back upstairs, is that correct?” I asked.

“That’s correct,” he said. “And they can’t come and go. Once they leave, they’re out of here.”

“Well, I don’t know what you’re after, but what I’m going to do is get a couple of people to stay here and help with the phone,” I said. “We’ve got a business to run. We’ve got rigs running, and we’ve got other offices. I’m going to come and go as I please, and that’s all there is to it! Now, when are you going to be out of here?”

“We’ll be here all day, maybe longer,” Smith snapped.

“You gotta be kiddin’ me!”

He assured me that he wasn’t.

“All right, let me see your warrant,” I said.

Smith handed me the search warrant. I scanned it quickly. The search warrant was labeled “criminal,” not “civil.” The warrant noted that the focus of the investigation was 1984 to the present. Exhibit B of the warrant, entitled “Evidence, Fruits, and Instrumentalities of Criminal Offenses,” revealed what they wanted. The list was long. I could read only part of it: oil production documents and memoranda, contracts, agreements, diaries, journals, accounting books, storage facility keys, bank documentation for all checking, savings, and credit card accounts, yearly bank statements, canceled checks, foreign drafts, check registers, safe deposit box records and keys, wire transfer receipts, documentation of family ranches, residences and vehicles, trust documents, computers, computer data, computer hardware, instruction manuals. . . . It went on and on, before finally ending with a demand for “any other documents or items which constitute evidence of the crimes of tax evasion, the preparation of false tax returns, the attempt to interfere with administration of the Internal Revenue laws, and conspiracy to commit these offenses and defraud the United States. . . .”

I called Dad. He picked up the phone on the first ring.

“Pa, I’m here in the dining room,” I said. “I talked to all of the employees as well as several of the IRS agents including the agent in charge, Don Smith, who gave me a copy of the search warrant. It’s incredible, to put it mildly. They’re going to be here all day, maybe tomorrow, too.”

My father had rallied and was ready to roll. “All right, now, sit down and listen,” he said. “Dee Kelly just got back to me. Two of  his associates are on the way—Marshall Searcy and Clive Bode. They’ll find out what’s going on.”

The lawyers arrived before I could even sit back down with the remaining employees. By the time I got to the front door, the two of them were talking to Marty Shiel. Marshall Searcy—a compact, fireplug of a lawyer—shook my hand without breaking his rather heated conversation with the agent. He was forceful with Shiel, asking him questions and demanding a copy of the warrant.

When the conversation ended, I walked out to the curb with Clive and Marshall. “Charlie, this is total bullshit!” Marshall began. “You’d think this was a drug raid! Don’t you talk to these guys, and don’t answer any questions. I’m going to send Hugh Connor down here. He’s a young lawyer with the firm, and he’ll stay here all day in case anything comes up. If they’ve got any questions, Hugh can answer them or get in touch with me. Clive and I are heading back to the office to get to work on this full-time. We’ll see what we can find out. We’ll get back in touch this afternoon.”

My brothers arrived soon after the lawyers. First was Tom, getting to work as usual, at 10:30 A.M. Tom Oil Moncrief. That’s right, Oil is literally his middle name.

“Who are you?” asked Agent Shiel when Tom ambled toward the front door.

Tom is mild-mannered, but he can become unglued in an instant.

He leaned in close to the agent’s face. “I work here,” Tom snapped. “Who are you?”

After assuring the agent he wasn’t armed, Tom was finally admitted inside.

My older brother, Dickie, flew back immediately from a visit to Santa Fe when he heard news of the raid. Now, Dickie is an oilman but not in the old-school vein. He’s always been the “handsome  Moncrief”: dark hair, tan, suave, a real ladies man. On the day of the raid, he had just signed a deal for a megamillion-dollar exploration deal in Russia and was expecting important faxes about it that very morning.

Dickie cornered an agent; he had to get to his office and switch his fax from office to home mode to intercept those faxes. Two agents escorted him upstairs, and he got off the elevator on the third floor where he saw a dozen agents eating barbecue sandwiches at my desk. One agent reached out with his boot heel and slammed the door shut in Dickie’s face.

Downstairs, lead agent Don Smith entered the lunchroom.

“There’s a safe in your office,” he said to me. “You can either come open it, or I’ll get someone down here to open it for me.”

I told him I’d open the safe. He led me to the elevator, and we went up to the third floor. The offices were swarming with agents. Each office door had been numbered with yellow Post-It notes. Post-Its also labeled drawers in each desk and file cabinet. Boxes lined every hallway and file cabinets were being dollied out one after the other.

I opened the safe and couldn’t get out of the way fast enough. Two agents began jerking open various drawers and rifling through files. I felt a rush of anxiety. The noise of the file cabinets rolling by downstairs and the cacophony of agents on the floors above was making my head spin.

“You can go back downstairs, Mr. Moncrief,” Don Smith told me. Another agent motioned for me to come with him in the elevator. When the elevator doors closed, the agent said, “Charlie, do you remember me?”

I looked him up and down. “Yes, I certainly remember your face,” I said. “But I can’t place you.”

“Mike Sanders, TCU Kappa Sig,” he said.

“Well, I’ll be damned. What the hell’s going on here, Mike? Where’d all these agents come from?”

He shook his head. “I don’t know. I’ve never seen half of ’em. Must be from all over the state.”

He escorted me to the dungeon’s door. “Thanks for your help, Charlie,” he said.

I went outside to get a breath of air. At the building’s entrance, I spotted Royal Hogan, eighty-nine, ambling up the street. Dressed as always in his dark brown suit and snap-brimmed straw hat, Hogan—brother of the late golfing legend Ben Hogan and an old friend of Granddad’s—ate lunch with us with such regularity we’d have to phone him if we wanted to take a day off.

“This building is secure,” the agent told Hogan as he reached for the door.

Hogan turned and, without a word, ambled back down the street. No free lunch today.

Dad showed up around three o’clock, just in time for our appointment at Dee Kelly’s office. Before we left, a female agent arrived with a thirty-five millimeter camera. She’d been in once before that morning, taking snapshots throughout the raid. Dad just sat in a chair watching everything until it was time for the meeting. He looked tired and slump shouldered.

Dad, my brother Dickie, and I headed over to Dee Kelly’s law office seven blocks up the street. Kelly has close and long-standing ties to my family. Granddad was his first major client. Now he represents every major power in Fort Worth: the Bass family, American Airlines, the western boot baron John Justin, and the big ranching and oil family, the Marions.

Kelly had discovered that a twenty-one-page affidavit had been filed with the U.S. attorney’s office. Clearly the whole process had  moved through a huge loop—stretching as far as Washington, D.C. The search warrant had been signed by a magistrate in Dallas, which spoke volumes, Kelly told us. A raid in Fort Worth would have been handled by the Fort Worth office of the IRS and Fort Worth-based U.S. attorneys, but it was obvious that the Fort Worth magistrate had refused to sign the warrant, Kelly said. Therefore, the agents had to go begging forty-five miles east in Dallas. Kelly thought that the whole process had been pushed and pushed hard by someone with influence. Kelly already had hatched plans to file a motion to quash the search warrant as too vague and all-encompassing. We would ask for all of our records to be returned immediately and to unseal the affidavit, so that we could at least know the reasons for the raid.

But first we had to do some soul searching.

“What could have possibly gone on in your business to prompt this whole episode?” Kelly asked.

The short-statured, cherubic Kelly is sixty-five years old, but he looks at least ten years younger. He’s always nervous, but when he gets upset he begins jabbering, actually stuttering and stammering. Kelly’s right leg will bounce up and down, seemingly out of control. Today, both legs were bouncing wildly.

“Something has to be there,” he said. “Begin combing your minds for anything that might be questioned by the IRS. You literally need to start making a list of anything and everything that could possibly be questioned, no matter how minuscule.”

Kelly’s primary concern seemed to be the so-called “late wells,” where you’d know for sure that a well is going to be a producer, and you slip your kids or your best friend in for a 5 or 10 percent interest.

“All oil families have done it in the past,” said Dad. But he couldn’t remember when it last occurred in our family. He said it  would have been a long time ago, well before Granddad’s death. The only thing that concerned me at the time was Dad’s trust fund. Dad loaned the trust some money to invest in oil wells, and our accountants, Bright & Bright, wanted us to be sure to have a legally binding signed note since it was a close family relationship. We had never gotten that done; however, all of the transactions were on the books and clearly spelled out in our accounting records. The trust would go to us kids tax free, so Dad had always wanted to build up its assets.

This scenario and a few others were buzzing around in my head—and this was only the beginning. Kelly pointed out that the most important thing to consider about a criminal warrant is that it basically alleges a conspiracy, which takes at least two people. The search warrant included all of our names, as well as our corporation and our two estates. Kelly said we’d need criminal attorneys.

“Tex, you and Charlie are the primary targets of this investigation,” he said. “You’ll need attorneys immediately.” He turned to Dickie. “You won’t need one, yet.”

His firm could handle the local legwork, he said, but he couldn’t administer the entire case. We needed the best lawyers money could buy. “You’d better get somebody big time,” Kelly advised. “Because this thing is going to get worse.”

We checked back with the office. The IRS had finished loading up practically the entire contents of the Moncrief Building and had just rolled away in a fleet of unmarked cars, with two big trucks trailing behind. It was coming up on 5 P.M. Our security chief, George Watkins, had remained on the scene to secure the building for the night.

On my way home, I thought about the opening day of dove season, how we never failed to be at the ranch to hunt together. Now  I had a challenge before me. It was something that would have seemed inconceivable only a few hours before: I had literally to fight for our family and our reputation. It was almost 7 P.M. I was exhausted. I wanted to get home and spend the evening with my family. I knew that they would be anxious to hear what had happened and that the kids would certainly need some preparation for tomorrow, when the raid would be splashed across the front pages, and the gossip would be running rampant in Fort Worth.

I got in my car and pulled out of Kelly’s office driveway. But before driving home, I looked down the street at the Moncrief Building—at least what was left of it. In a single day, it had been reduced to an empty hull, not one shred of paper left inside. But I knew that its most important part still remained: the ghost of my granddad. I could see him just as he’d been on the morning of the day he died eight years before. At ninety, he arrived at the office dressed in his customary suit and tie. He was so weak that he had to be steadied by his assistant as he walked from his Cadillac into the office. But as soon as Granddad got into the elevator, he ordered his helper to turn him loose. Power roared back into his creaky old bones. His back straightened. His chest puffed out proud. And when those elevator doors opened, he stood transformed: big and strong, with thick white hair and a movie star’s profile. Walking out of the elevator, he had a grin for the ladies and a backslap for the boys. He was once again W. A. Moncrief, grand old man of the oil patch. “What are you fellahs talkin’ about?” he asked my dad and me when he found us in my office on the day of his death. “I want in on the deal.”

He was heading down to the lunchroom when the pain hit him. He gritted his teeth and had to be helped down onto the carpet. We didn’t even have time for an ambulance. By the time the  paramedics arrived and shocked him with the defibrillators, he was gone. My dad swore he heard his father’s voice telling him, “Tex, I’m in heaven.”

I didn’t understand it then. I wanted to agree with our minister who told Dad he was merely grieving. After all, he had lost not only his father, but also his best friend. But now I could hear my grandfather’s voice, too. Not in my ears, but in my heart. It wasn’t just a message. It was a command: “Go after whoever did this, Charlie. Go after those sons-a-bitches and clear our family’s name. ”






Chapter Two

Family Tradition

THE NEXT MORNING, WE MADE THE HEADLINES. “IRS Raids Moncrief Building,” read the front page of the Fort Worth Star-Telegram with a quote from my brother Tom Oil Moncrief below: “They were just like burglars ransacking your home.” “Texas Oil Family in U.S. Tax Inquiry” was the headline in the New York Times, alongside a photograph of the agents loading the truck. The news had been released to UP and AP. Even the Gunnison Country Times splashed the news on its front page.

But the headlines were already old news to most of Fort Worth, where gossip is as much a spectator sport as Dallas Cowboys football. Because it’s the biggest small town in Texas, Fort Worth gossip spreads fast. From the card players at the Men’s Tavern at the River Crest Country Club to the blondes at Salvador’s beauty salon to the cowboys on the northside and the socialites on the west—everybody was talking about our encounter with the IRS.

This wasn’t mere gossip: it was scandal. Gossip was filled with characters that were expected to mess up: stewardesses-turned-oil-queens hiring hit men to torch their mansions for the insurance money; oil secretaries who marry their bosses and pull off drunken public acts wilder than any rodeo clown’s; second generation oilmen going crazy before the whole town on too much cash, cocaine, and cowgirls. You expect antics from these people. Scandal blows in from out of the blue, with characters and scenarios you’d never expect.

It wasn’t the first scandal to explode at the corner of Ninth and Commerce. Before the Moncrief Building was built, the Metropolitan Hotel had been on that site, and old timers still talk about “the shooting.” On the night of January 13, 1919, Beal Sneed, thirty-six-year-old son of a wealthy cattle baron, blew away the grand old man of the cattle business, Capt. A. G. Boyce, seventy, while Boyce read a newspaper in the hotel’s lobby. Seems Capt. Boyce’s son ran off with Beal Sneed’s young wife.

That’s a scandal.

In the immediate aftermath of the raid, we felt like Capt. A. G. Boyce: blinded by bullets without knowing who fired them—much less the reasons why.

Of course, the entire Moncrief family could be viewed as one long history of scandal: people you’d never imagine doing things you wouldn’t believe.

My family is a product of the combination of cattle and oil, the twin forces that built Fort Worth. The city’s nickname is Cowtown. Cattle barons erected “town house” mansions along Summit Avenue, which became locally famed as “Cattlemen’s Row.” From their mansions, the old cattle kings could literally look down upon  the oil-field “trash” who arrived in the thirties and forties like some greasy army. The oil crowd, from the field hands to the wildcatters, whooped it up in the old Westbrook Hotel, where they wiped their oil leases for good luck on the bronze butt of the Golden Goddess, a naked-lady sculpture ostensibly smuggled in from Italy.

My mother, Deborah Beggs Moncrief, was a genuine cattle baroness, one of two beautiful Beggs sisters born into a Summit Avenue cattle fortune. The Beggs were cattlemen, and, at least in the beginning, cattlemen didn’t mess with oil-field trash. Even today, recalling my dad in his youth, my mother remembers him as being in “that oil crowd. And, oh, golly, that was a really fast crowd.”

But the oil crowd was only the latest bunch of roustabouts to roll into Fort Worth. Right where our office now sits was the site of the notorious Hell’s Half Acre, a gambling, whoring, street-dueling boomtown centered south of the stockyards where cattle were fattened for the kill. Outlaw gangs hid out. Cattle rustlers wreaked havoc. Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid had their picture taken there for posterity.

In Fort Worth, headquarters of massive ranches sprawling westward, the term “cattle baron” was no exaggeration. Early on, the barons saw oil derricks as a gross desecration of good grazing land. But that soon changed. The feedlots moved to the plains of West Texas, where raising cattle was cheaper, and the railroads and packing houses followed. Almost overnight, the cattle industry—and the characters that worked in it—moved on or just died, leaving Fort Worth destined to die like so many boomtowns. It was ironic that the force that the cattle barons despised most—oil—would become their economic salvation. “The oil business saved many of the ranching families,” my mother would later say.

Of course, she was partial. While she was married to Harry Johnson, a perfectly respectable Fort Worth lawyer, she had been carrying on with a Fort Worth oilman, W A. “Tex” Moncrief. She’d known Tex all her life. She’d seen him at the horse races or the cocktail parties where the Texans gathered together. Tex was married, with three young sons to boot. But then they bumped into each other in a hallway at a dinner party and the slightly tipsy cattle baroness kissed the oilman square on the lips.

Not long afterwards, they sneaked off together for a weekend in Los Angeles. An earthquake struck while they were in each other’s arms, they liked to joke. Roughly nine months later, an earthquake hit Fort Worth when Deborah Beggs Johnson gave birth to me: a blond-haired boy who didn’t look at all like her husband.

With their love child in a crib, and every prying eye upon them, they held hands under the hymnals in church until they could divorce their respective spouses and give their baby a name—Charles Beggs Moncrief.

In our family, Granddad ruled. To his children and grandchildren, he was a god. He had such a nose for oil his friends liked to say he could sit at his desk in Fort Worth and smell good leases as far away as Wyoming and Florida.

If you saw him, you’d immediately think “Texas oilman.” Tall and broad shouldered with a full head of wavy white hair, Granddad was the personification of rags to riches. Born dirt-poor in Sulphur Springs, Texas, he was the son of Lafayette Barto “L. B.” Moncrief, a distant descendant of the Moncreiffe clan of the Scottish Highlands, whose sole contribution to his family’s later wealth was picking up and moving to Checotah, Oklahoma, to sell hardware to the Indian braves. Those same braves would soon be rich enough to drive Packards. Because of the blessings of oil.

[image: 005]

Oil was our family’s present, past, and future, and we knew its history as well as most kids knew the folklore of cowboys and Indians.

The first “theme” paper I ever wrote was in grade school, and my subject was Venezuela’s Maracaibo Basin. The paper was prompted by Dad’s discussion of oil discoveries in other parts of the world, which he and Granddad got around to telling after they’d exhausted the stories of oil discoveries in America by the men who risked everything to find it: the wildcatters. “We’re wildcatters,” Granddad would say repeatedly. “We’re 100 percent family owned and we intend to stay that way: unincorporated and independent!”

A wildcatter is to the oil business what the cowboy was to the increasingly urban frontier—independent, self-reliant, and dedicated to a single passion: the sniffing out of increasingly elusive oil and gas deposits. A wildcatter pursues oil and gas as doggedly as the cowboy rides herd on cattle, on a range increasingly filled with realtors and Range Rovers.

In many ways the wildcatter is as much of an endangered species as the cowboy, possibly even more so. In the fifties, ten thousand independent oilmen scoured America for oil. Twenty years later, the number had dwindled to five thousand. Now you can count the number of wildcatters in the hundreds. We Moncriefs remain true to the best wildcatter traditions. Every minute of our waking lives is spent in pursuit of oil, nothing but oil.

In 1857, forty years before Granddad’s birth, the first wildcatter would set the standard for those to follow. He was long on confidence and short on just about everything else. His name was Edwin L. Drake. His mission: to find a way to extract oil from the springs, pools, and seepages that dotted the ground in an area outside of Titusville, Pennsylvania, called “Oil Creek.”

In his top hat and black coat, Drake first skimmed the oil from the ground with boards. No luck in gathering sufficient quantities. Then, he soaked it up with blankets, which he later wrung out into tubs. This method also failed. Drake dug ditches to divert oil into pools. Still, nothing but such minuscule amounts that it brought gales of laughter from the skeptical Titusville townsfolk.

Finally, after repeated failures, Drake hit upon a new idea. “I made up my mind that oil could be obtained in large quantities by boring as for salt water,” he later said.
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