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Praise for GAME CHANGER




“For over 50 years, Harold Hamm has been in the middle of America’s energy story. His journey is, in a word, ‘unconventional.’ The thirteenth child of an Oklahoma sharecropper, Hamm permanently altered the energy world by embracing Horizontal Drilling and propelling the U.S. shale revolution. He helped take his country from energy scarcity to energy abundance and turned us into a global energy superpower.


“He has advised presidents, heads of state, policymakers, politicians, and the so-called energy experts whose decisions impact our daily lives. Hamm is unsparing in his critiques of energy policy here and across the globe. Now he wants to share his journey—and what a sensible energy future looks like—with everyone who cares about our shared future.”


—MIKE ROWE, TV Host, Writer, and Spokesman


“Nothing changes the global game as much as oil and natural gas. There’s no one better than Harold to tell the story and offer real solutions.”


—MIKE POMPEO, 70th U.S. Secretary of State


“I’m a huge fan of Harold and I have witnessed up close his leadership, not just in the industry, but in helping to shape better energy policy to increase America’s security.”


—STEVE SCALISE, Majority Leader of the U.S. House of Representatives


“With ingenuity, determination, and pure grit, Harold Hamm’s risk-taking and entrepreneurship transformed America’s energy landscape and made possible U.S. energy security and independence. From pioneering the Horizontal Drilling revolution that unlocked vast shale oil reserves in North Dakota and beyond, to leading the charge to lift America’s forty-year-old ban on crude exports, Harold’s global impact has been immeasurable and is an inspiring story worthy of sharing.”


—GOVERNOR DOUG BURGUM, North Dakota


“Harold Hamm personifies the true heroic entrepreneur. He solved America’s dependence on the fuel of other countries, creating our energy independence through innovation that revolutionized energy production in our country. Harold’s book is an inspiration for every hopeful innovator.”


— CHARLES SCHWAB, Founder and CEO, The Charles Schwab Corporation


“Harold Hamm’s story is one of fortitude, against all odds. From his humble Oklahoma roots to his ability to go to Washington and lift the export ban on American crude, Harold has lived his life with purpose. His commitment to pioneering Horizontal Drilling has impacted all of our lives for the better.”


—BARRY SWITZER, Former Head Coach of the University of Oklahoma Sooners and the Dallas Cowboys


“ ‘Played out’; that’s what ‘they’ said about the oil fields in North Dakota. ‘Opportunity of a lifetime’ is what Harold Hamm envisioned. A sharecropper’s son. A self-made American original. Harold Hamm has led the country to energy independence. And does he have a story to tell.”


—HARRY SMITH, Award-winning NBC News Correspondent


“The tale of how Harold Hamm mobilized innovation and marched it into battle to secure American energy independence is inspiring and historic – a story of world-changing impact that deserves to be told as an inspiration for generations to come. However, it’s Harold’s capacity for quiet encouragement, and his commitment to supporting leaders behind the scenes, that I find so compelling. The things Harold touches become better — and that’s certainly true for Oklahoma State University. But I’m personally a better leader because of Harold’s influence and vision.”


—Dr. KAYSE SHRUM, President, Oklahoma State University


“Harold Hamm’s contribution to society is arguably one of the most significant of our lifetimes. One would be hard pressed to find someone who has had a greater impact on mankind’s quality of life anywhere else in the world. Through tenacity, perseverance, passion, hard work, and raw talent, Harold envisioned and commercialized horizontal drilling in previously inaccessible tight oil reservoirs. Experts educated in petroleum engineering and energy executives like me were taught that what he was trying to accomplish was impossible. Fortunately, Harold didn’t read those books.


“This technological feat enabled American energy independence and a benefit of a trillion dollars per year to consumers around the world through lower oil prices. Without the shale revolution that Harold started, consumers would have to pay over one trillion dollars more every year just for energy. How did he do it and what did this accomplish? Read his book and find out. It’s a delightfully entertaining book (a Horatio Alger-type tale) about the shale revolution’s contribution to global security and quality of life of every single person on the planet. His writing style is so genuine and entertaining that you feel as if you’re having a fireside chat with Harold. Full of wit, stories, and humility. Enjoy.”


—BILL BERRY, Former CEO, Continental Resources
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Little did I know as a young boy, I was setting forth my life’s destiny in a high school paper I titled “Oil (Something Better).” That journey unfolded over a lifetime that you’ll discover through the pages of this book.
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Dedication


AS USUAL, THE WORLD SEEMS to be long on demand and short on credit.


I would like to dedicate this book to the people who deserve the credit, the same people to whom I have dedicated my life: the thousands of hardworking folks who keep our lights on and our country moving. Every day, they do the jobs many take for granted. They are the tool pushers, roughnecks and roustabouts on drilling rigs, pumpers, welders, truck drivers, heavy equipment operators, field geologists, and engineers. These are the men and women, thousands strong, who are on the front lines of Continental Resources, the company I founded, and all the other companies driving America’s Energy Renaissance, serving our country 24/7.


You’ll find them producing American energy on the frozen plains of North Dakota and the searing-hot prairies of Oklahoma. We owe them so much. This is their story as much as it is mine. Because without them, without their skills and commitment, our modern life would not be possible. The next time you flip your bedroom light switch, push to turn the ignition key of your car, or board an airplane on the way to visit Grandma, remember America’s energy workers made it possible.


Thank them for making American energy abundant, affordable, and—most importantly—reliable. Thank them for showing up and doing their jobs more responsibly than anyone in the world. They deserve your undying admiration and respect. They have mine.


I have done my best to work side by side with them and to help advocate for them, to represent them and their work ethic, and to celebrate the many benefits of the oil and gas we produce for people around the world.


And we are just getting started. We are working to inspire the next generation of energy leaders who will continue to meet the growing energy demand around the world from America’s abundant natural resources.


Finally, to my children and my grandchildren—who are the ultimate delight in my life—I am proud of who you are and who you are still becoming.


To Deana, I will always admire your creativity and your kindness. As the oldest, you have set the standard for being a mother, daughter, and friend. You’ve put up with me the longest.


To Shelly, I’m so proud of the interest you’ve taken in the company and industry. You are the pulse keeper of our culture, and your contributions have earned you the recognition as one of the 25 Influential Women in Energy. You have a heart of gold.


To Tom, my only son, you’re a better man than I ever was or will be. I am proud of the person you are today.


To Jane, I admire the empathy you have for others and your drive to be an advocate for those without a voice. You have found your passion in criminal justice reform, and I take great pride in watching you lead the way in this arena.


To Hilary, you’re a world changer. You’re an independent thinker and always looking out for other people. I’ve enjoyed working together on the important progress we’re making at the Hamm Institute for American Energy.










Foreword


By the Honorable Mike Pompeo, Seventieth Secretary of State of the United States of America


A NATION’S POWER CAN BE measured in many different ways. One can measure the size of its population or the manpower of its army; count the number of guns, missiles, and tanks it has at its disposal; measure its total gross domestic product; or quantify its cultural impact on the world.


All these paint convincing pictures, but there is only one resource that runs through all of them: energy. Without energy, a nation’s economy cannot be powered onward. Tanks and missiles prove powerful tools, but you must have the energy to develop and produce them and the energy resources to fuel them. Even culture cannot be broadcast around the world without the required energy to do so at home. Everything in our world today—everything—runs through energy. Nations that are reliant on foreign producers for their domestic energy needs are thus put at high risk of being forced to show deference to their suppliers in other matters of policy. Nations that are energy independent, in turn, are masters of their destiny.


This is a book about America’s energy story and one man, Harold Hamm, who has been at the center of it for over fifty years. Throughout his career, Hamm has been the innovative, bold, tough, and unconventional visionary who, more than any other individual, has charted America’s path toward energy independence and historic prosperity.


Harold Hamm is the embodiment of the American dream. Born to humble beginnings in Oklahoma, Harold changed the energy world forever by embracing Horizontal Drilling and, in doing so, propelled the U.S. shale revolution. He helped take America from energy scarcity to energy abundance. His personal energy, creativity, and willingness to challenge conventional wisdom have changed the world.


I saw this firsthand when I was leading a Wichita, Kansas–based energy equipment company. But I did not meet Harold until I reentered public service as a congressman from south central Kansas. My engagement with him was based on the truth that America needed greater abundance of affordable energy, not less, and that we—the United States—had the ability to deliver it from within, making America not only more secure and more prosperous but also more risk-averse to its environment and that of the entire world.


This shift in American energy was most visible during the Trump administration, when, thanks in part to Harold’s wisdom and guidance, America became energy independent. Gone were the days when U.S. leaders were forced to approach oil cartels in the Middle East with hat in hand or watch helplessly while Russia used its energy supply to hold European nations hostage to its whims. America was instead a global energy superpower on which our allies could depend for their energy needs and whose energy abundance gave us much-needed leverage over our adversaries. Harold Hamm’s work driving the adoption of Horizontal Drilling and his counsel to America’s leaders were vital in effecting this seismic change.


As Secretary of State, I came to trust Harold both as an experienced and invaluable adviser on energy matters and as a friend. Energy was a vital part of our diplomatic work, and Harold’s wisdom helped us achieve truly historic outcomes for the American people.


On February 1, 2020, I traveled to the Republic of Belarus and met with its president, Victor Lukashenko. Belarus was in a bit of an oil spat with its patron, Russian President Vladimir Putin. So at a press conference with Belarusian Foreign Minister Vladimir Makei, I said, “We’re the biggest energy producer in the world, and all you have to do is call us.” This was the first American administration in decades in which the Secretary of State could say that. Those words had consequences. This was possible only because of people like Harold Hamm.


This is not only a book about history, though. It is a book about America’s future. The energy independence achieved under the Trump administration was done away with by those who followed us. This happened because the objectives of too many policymakers today no longer revolve around the prosperity of the American people; rather, they sacrifice American prosperity in pursuit of vague, lofty, and ever-changing goals related to climate change and green energy. That is why I hope readers will appreciate Harold’s exceptional life and understand the truth that lies at the center of it. As we look toward the future, understanding the true advantage that American oil and natural gas provide is essential to our economic well-being and national security.


Nothing changes the global game as much as oil and natural gas. There’s no one better than Harold to tell this story and offer real solutions.










A Note about Research


YOU’LL READ PLENTY OF MY opinions and recommendations in these pages, but this book is rooted in science and history. I believe facts, documentation, and objective numbers are necessary to create a strategy for any endeavor. You can see a complete list of research cited at the end of this book.










Introduction


I KNOW THAT PEOPLE DO, in fact, judge books by their covers, and some will assume this is a political book. So be it. But this is also a personal book. It’s impossible to be in this business for decades, making it a passion, and not wind up in the political arena. Where there are laws and regulations, there will be politics. The oil and natural gas sector is not a mess; it’s our nation’s policies that have been and continue to be a mess. Human history has always been about power—some people search for energy to power our lives, while others are searching for political power to control our lives.


Whether or not your elected officials and their appointees care about how energy affects your future, I hope you care. I wrote this book for you.


Why is oil and natural gas such a big deal? Because the modern world runs on the stuff and so does your world. You might not be as interested in the industry as I am, but we all should pay close attention to energy-related policy decisions. They impact our finances and our future as well as our national security.


The current “energy crisis” is unnecessary and self-inflicted, and so was every other so-called energy crisis of the past century. In these pages, you’ll discover how we got in this situation—the good and the bad—and I’ll present proven solutions for every challenge ahead.




“Dire” Predictions



Petroleum has been used for less than 50 years, and it is estimated that the supply will last about 25 or 30 years longer.


— July 19, 1909, Titusville Herald, Titusville, Pennsylvania





Starting as early as 1909 and continuing to today, many of the narratives from a cast of dubious characters—from Jimmy Carter to Al Gore to Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez (AOC) to Joe Biden to Gavin Newsom—have predicted dire, cataclysmic consequences for humankind related to fossil fuels. These are from “respected” news sources, scientists, and government agencies from the past century. Time and again, they have been proven wrong. If we believed everything we were told by the so-called experts, we’d be living in a constant state of “FUD”—fear, uncertainty, and doubt. There’s just no good reason to use untrue, doomsday predictions to frighten the public, other than to drive someone’s personal or political agendas.


Take Al Gore, for example. In 2006, he told Katie Couric in an interview on NBC’s TODAY show that Manhattan would be underwater within decades if nothing changed. In 2009, he warned that scientists believed the Arctic could be “completely ice-free” during the summer within five to seven years.


Obviously, Mr. Gore’s predictions were wrong, and one can only guess his motivations. Did he wish to further his speaking engagements, book sales, or Academy Award–winning documentary? I don’t know, but the inconvenient truth is that he is still flying around the world using jet fuel.


And then there is AOC. In 2019, she predicted the world would end in twelve years.


For a few chuckles, you might enjoy Myron Ebell’s article with Steven Molloy titled “Wrong Again: Fifty Years of Failed Eco-Pocalyptic Predictions” highlighting the ice ages, cooling catastrophes, and other events that never materialized.


The reason we’ve enjoyed such a great quality of life in America is because of affordable, abundant energy. For people who believe oil and natural gas producers don’t care about our environment, I look forward to proving them wrong. I’ve been in the business for over five decades and have been concerned enough to take positive actions to counter our industry’s environmental and social impact each and every day. Producing more energy with less impact is a key driver for my company and me.


America can return to and maintain energy independence. We can replace today’s artificial energy scarcity with abundance. We can make energy more affordable for hardworking Americans—and for people all around the world.


To this day, I still see these possibilities and think, Wow. This is what I was meant to do.







The Greatest Story Never Told


There are so many myths—which is a nicer word than lies—about the oil and natural gas industry. There are those who have inflicted narrative damage intentionally on us. One example is the way in which folks refer to the renewal or renaissance in American oil and gas exploration. They’ve labeled it fracking. They’re either demonstrating their ignorance of drilling and how this all came about, or they’re intentionally disparaging it. You’ll be surprised—and even shocked—by many of the facts I document in these pages. This is the first book to tell the true story of Horizontal Drilling and the American Energy Renaissance. It’s long overdue.


While it’s easy to gripe and complain about the detractors of our industry and the millions (if not billions) being spent against us, I believe we must put our focus on reversing that damage and changing the narrative for the better. I have always said that this is one of the most powerful industries in existence—particularly when we come together to solve a problem. I saw firsthand an example of this occurring just recently as I had the opportunity to attend a joint trades summit where I gave a short presentation. This is a group of trade associations and companies from across the country that represent the oil and gas industry. I shared with them that the facts are on our side and that we can repair the harm that has been done against us. It’s not about a story for story’s sake but about the fact that what we are doing is good for the world. If everyone pulls on the same rope, we can’t help but correct this narrative.


I am reminded of something Billy Graham said once: “Courage is contagious. When a brave man takes a stand, the spines of others are often stiffened.”


I chose to do that fifteen years ago, and while I may have gotten some barbs in my back, has it helped? Absolutely. I’ve seen a lot of people standing up for this industry, willing to tell the good stories about American energy. They are plentiful. Telling those stories is just as important as drilling the wells.


There has been consolidation in the industry. We are down to the real players. They want to make a difference and are in it for the long haul. And they’re in it for the right reasons.


I may be just an optimistic geologist, but this is what I believe. I believe we can be successful in changing the narrative by working together.













CHAPTER 1 Opportunity
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—THOMAS EDISON





I’LL NEVER FORGET IT. IT was May 2007. I was with my executive team in Portland, Oregon. We were nearing the end of a grueling, two-week cross-country investor road show for the initial public offering (IPO) that would take Continental Resources public. Our eyes were on a huge opportunity—the Bakken. From coast to coast, we were meeting with potential investors, sharing our plans to develop the Bakken resources of North Dakota into the largest U.S. oil discovery of the twenty-first century; at least that’s what I thought. Our team’s job was to convince Wall Street.


We had already enjoyed great success in the Montana Bakken, but I knew there was something even more special about what remained to be found in North Dakota. We had drilled a few successful wells there and knew we were very close to cracking the code to make the North Dakota Bakken produce commercially on a very large scale. It hadn’t been as cooperative up to this point as I would’ve liked, but I knew it had a great amount of potential. A successful IPO could provide the needed capital to allow our company to make it work.


Going public was a monumental decision for me. I knew I would miss the freedom of being private that I had enjoyed for the past forty years. But I knew this was for the greater good —of my family, the company, the industry, and even our country—if we could break the code on this huge resource.


As we were about to round out the West Coast swing of our national road show, news broke that St. Mary Land & Exploration Company (now SM Energy) had a well on the western side of the Nesson Anticline in the Bakken that didn’t work. Three days later, Bill Barrett Corporation had another well nearby that also failed to produce in commercial quantities. Bill Barrett was a very well-respected and credible explorationist. These results cast a pall on our prospects for a positive IPO. Much of the acreage we owned lay west of the Nesson Anticline.


The news and its timing were a gut punch, to say the least. Here you have a bunch of optimistic oil and gas producers from Oklahoma pitching our next great discovery, only to have two well-respected companies publicly saying their well results had failed.


When Barrett suddenly didn’t believe in the Bakken, the investors on our road show didn’t either. So instead of our stock pricing at the top of our expected range above $17, we ended up at the bottom at $15, netting us only $14.10 after fees. That was about a $100 million difference, which was a huge swing for us at the time.


I gathered our team and financial advisers in a meeting room at our hotel in Portland to discuss and hear one another’s thoughts and perspectives. Should we take the IPO funds or remain private?


I listened intently and then recall stepping away from the group to do some soul-searching of my own. We had poured so much time, money, and expertise into seeing this through up to this point. We needed the additional funds to hold the leases we currently had, buy additional leases we needed, and fund the drilling and development of the Bakken. This was a highly competitive game and we wanted to keep our advantage. We were out of time—it was go or no go.


I had an enormous decision to make. It remains vividly clear in my memory to this day.


I returned to the others in the group with my mind made up: let’s get to work and unlock the Bakken.


Having come to this decision, I thought to myself, Was I the unluckiest guy in the world to have this news break at this particular time, or would this decision pay off as I had hoped?




Lucky 13


I’ve been lucky in my life. As a youngster, I was lucky to have my family. Lucky thirteen to be exact. Being the youngest child of the brood, I had a dozen siblings. My six sisters loved me and helped take care of me. It was almost like having six additional moms. I needed them all while growing up.


My dad was a tenant farmer. He didn’t even own the land where we lived. Every autumn, our family would pile into the back of our pickup truck and drive to West Texas to pull cotton to make extra money. The whole family participated. I was five years old picking cotton bolls and piling them up in the middle of the row for my dad to swoop up into the cotton sack. We were paid by weight—a whopping two cents per pound. Have you ever thought about how many fluffy bolls of cotton you’d have to pick to bag one pound? I sure have. My back still aches when I think of it. The more we bagged and loaded on trucks or trailers, the more money my family would have come winter.


No, I wasn’t born two hundred years ago. But in mid-twentieth century rural Oklahoma, most farms in the region were not mechanized so human power was often employed. Our cotton-pickin’ jobs would end around Christmastime or when the first snow fell. That was the signal to return to school. Since my brothers, sisters, and I had to forgo school for most of the fall to help support our family, I always started the school year a little behind my fellow students when it came to the curriculum. I had a burning desire to learn, and I wanted to be first in the class (and never last), so I always managed to quickly catch up. By my teens, I realized I had no idea what specifically I was interested in learning—until a school assembly in 1963 when I was seventeen years old.







Never Work?


I was lucky that a potter showed up at my school. Our guest speaker that morning was John Frank, the successful founder of Frankoma Pottery. I learned that Mr. Frank taught pottery and art at the University of Oklahoma while also working with the geological survey that discovered Oklahoma’s rich deposits of clay.


I didn’t care about pottery or art, and I was fighting sleep deprivation. But John awakened something in me that day. On the stage at his potter’s wheel, he transformed an ugly lump of clay into a beautiful object; then he casually knocked it back down and created a new one. But it was his message that captivated me most.


He beamed as he shared how much he loved his craft and the business he’d built. “Life is better when you have a passion. Find yours and learn all you can,” he said with a smile. “If you enjoy your profession, you’ll never work a day in your life.”


I’d never heard anything like those words and never imagined that work could be that much fun. His challenge hit me like a ton of bricks: “You need to figure out right now what you have a passion for and go for it!”


That sounded amazing. And impossible. Later that day at the truck stop where I worked, I wondered, What the hell am I passionate about? I’m just trying to get through school each week, and all the while pumping gas and fixing flats at work! I started paying more attention to my community of Enid, Oklahoma, and to what—and who—sparked my interest.


I was lucky there was an oil boom happening around Enid. And somewhat different than the people I had grown up with in Lexington, the folks in the oil business seemed larger than life—optimistic, charismatic, and generous. After hearing Mr. Frank’s challenge, all that new excitement suddenly appealed to me. And it didn’t hurt that all those oil guys were making dang good money.


Coincidentally, a school project was assigned by my distributive education (DE) class instructor that same month, requiring us to write a paper about any business or career we found interesting. I chose the topic of oil. It must have been destiny. (I’ve always considered my DE instructor, Jewel Ridge, to be an inspiration. In addition to being a veteran, he was one of the developers of Oklahoma’s vocational technology educational system, known as “vo-tech,” the best of its kind in the country.)


I began by researching the petroleum industry and its early pioneers in the field such as Sinclair, Getty, Phillips, and Skelly. Their stories, personalities, and legacies were so fascinating that I surprised myself and thought, Wow. That’s what I want to do. I began to imagine myself as an oil and gas explorer—a person who could unlock ancient wealth and find hidden value where no one else could. I started to see myself as one of those “wildcatters” of the early oil boom in Oklahoma—the brash explorationists who changed the world for the better and gave away huge parts of their fortunes to charity. I not only decided to be in the business for myself, I also wanted to be, like them, a leader and steward of the industry.


My paper bore the straightforward title of “Oil (Something Better).” To say this endeavor was a turning point for me would be an understatement. Little did I know, I was setting forth my life’s destiny in a high school paper. Here is an excerpt from the paper I wrote over sixty years ago as a junior in high school. It is still helpful today, if I do say so myself, as a primer on the history of the oil industry:


Excerpt from My High School Term Paper, “Oil (Something Better)”




Oil is the decayed remains of prehistoric creatures that has changed form through time, pressure, heat, and other extreme conditions. The magic of oil was probably discovered thousands of years ago. Ancient Greeks used it as a preservative in mummification. Roman charioteers used it to make the wheels of the chariot roll easier. The Romans contributed its name petroleum, petro meaning “rock” and oleum meaning “oil.”


For years people in the U.S. called petroleum “rock oil” since it was found in shale rock. Oil was prized in early times for medicinal purposes. Even drugstores have sold bottled oil. Indians skimmed oil from the water of certain springs and used to treat their ailments. Until the middle 1800s, however, very few people wanted or needed oil. It was a nuisance to the salt makers because it polluted the salt deposits.


The first need for oil was to light homes and lubricate machines. With the scarcity of whale oil, something needed to fill its place. People found that Indian medicine, when purified, would burn in a lamp, giving off a much brighter light than whale oil. Besides this fact, it was also cheaper. It was also found that when crude oil was separated, a part of the oil was very heavy and slick. This would make an excellent lubricant for the new machines. Before long, promoters began to lease lands with oil springs on them. The first method of collecting oil was by skimming. This was done by running the water of oil producing springs through wooden troughs lined with baffles. This method was slow and expensive.


The Pennsylvania Rock Oil Co. of New Haven, Connecticut, began to look for a more successful way to secure oil. They hired Edwin L. Drake to go down to Titusville, Pennsylvania, to inspect operations and find a way to increase production. He knew nothing of the oil business. He was an intelligent man who liked to solve problems. Drake soon realized that the current method must be replaced by something faster and more efficient. He knew that oil had been found in salt wells, so he decided to dig a well in search of oil.


Amid the jeers of bystanders, he organized a crew of well diggers and set them to digging. Soon, after they had dug about fifteen feet, a sticky black pool began to form in one corner of the hole. Oil had been discovered. Drake’s well might have been highly successful, if a rock hadn’t been dislodged and the well flooded with water. Drake then tried the newest method of salt drilling, which was by using a drill screw on a length of steel pipe. Operations went well until the hole was flooded with water again. Drake solved this problem by using a length of pipe that he set into the hole to serve as a casing. Mud was bailed out by men. This was the first form of casing in an oil well.


Drilling on this well had begun in the early months of 1859. On August 29, 1859, oil was struck at 69 feet. Soon the oil boom had been spread, and production rose from 200 barrels in 1859 to 3,057,000 in 1862.


Of course, the bottom fell out of the market. Transportation was the first problem to arise in the new industry. With the drop in the market, there was a great need for cheap transportation to the cities and towns. Skinners transported the oil to Oil Creek, where it was sent down the Ohio River in barges. The skinners, who were a ruthless lot, demanded high freight prices, and the trip down the river was very risky. Pipelines were the answer to this first problem. The pipelines and teamsters became natural enemies and many battles resulted.


Railroads were then built to help distribute the black gold. Soon the teamsters and barges were things of the past. Sam Kier, a medicine-oil peddler, decided that his product would sell better if it was purified. He got a whisky still with a tight lid and began to boil a batch of petroleum. His neighbors protested against the horrid smell, so he decided to move his still out of town. He used a bigger still and a hotter fire. After the gas escaped, a pale liquid began to drip from the spout. He had discovered kerosene, the first product to be unlocked from crude oil.


Refineries sprang up everywhere. A boom had started in the business. The new by-product of crude oil gave off a bright light in lamps. The demand for the new product was great. The only drawback in the new discovery was that sometimes kerosene would explode very easily. People disregarded this hazard and bought the kerosene anyway.


This discovery was very important to the social life of the public. Instead of going to bed shortly after dark, people could now enjoy a full social life or take care of business matters with plenty of light. Chemists and oil technicians have constantly been working to find new uses for oil, different products, and a more efficient way to process oil. Gasoline, the product that caused kerosene to explode, was the greatest of all. With this important discovery came a new way of life for the people of the world. New discoveries have ranged from a better type of lubricant for machines to the making of petrochemicals such as plastic and medicine.





Hopefully I’ve improved as a writer—and I certainly have as an oilman. The idea of oil exploration was exciting to me as a young man, and it still is. With all due respect to Mr. John Frank, the potter who first challenged me to find a career I loved, I’ve worked many long days in my life, but I’ve sure enjoyed it.







Thinking Deeper


When I decided to write this book, my challenge was where to start. I’d accumulated a few dozen cardboard boxes of papers, files full of newspaper clippings, hundreds of articles that seemed important at the time, and rooms full of books, plaques, photos, and the mementos one tends to collect over a successful career. Next to a photo of me with former Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu was a framed tie with little H’s all over it. Khalid A. Al-Falih gave me that tie when he was Saudi Arabia’s energy minister—symbolic of the geopolitical journey one can take in the oil and gas business.


I had my team cover the walls of our conference room with papers, pictures, memorabilia, and a timeline that measured approximately thirty feet long by eight feet high. Maybe everyone should consider building their own timelines in their garage, attic, or basement because it forces us to remember and rethink what we’ve lived through. In my case, the process triggered a few epiphanies.


First was the fact that nearly every energy-policy decision in this country was driven by the fear of scarcity. Beginning in the 1950s, the “experts” predicted an America that would run out of oil and natural gas. The only disagreement was how soon.


Second, over the past several decades, people (who were seeking to gain the market share it enjoyed) cast the oil and gas sector as the enemy and the cause for nearly all of earth’s ills, past, present, and future. And as a bonus, those employed in this industry were also labeled as enemies.


Third, bad energy policy led to bad laws, regulations, and decisions that you and I are still living with today. Bad energy policy is bad for you, bad for the economy, and bad for the environment. There’s a better way.


None of these obstacles was evident when I started Harold Hamm Truck Service back in 1966 as my on-ramp to the oil and gas industry. At that point in my life, my big dream came with a big question: Could I afford the monthly truck payment and make it in the industry I’d fallen in love with?













CHAPTER 2 Trucking and Trusting



I APPRECIATE TRUCK DRIVERS. HOW about you? I have a deep understanding of how they drive our economy. Literally. And despite what some may assume, I take no pleasure in the fact that over the past few years, truckers paid record-high prices for diesel—the remaining primary driver for inflation today, as all goods require transport. This will continue as long as our government restricts oil and gas exploration and production. It’s all so unnecessary, and it hurts not only drivers and their companies but also every American family.


Another reason I appreciate truck drivers is because I began my career as one. I put a million miles on my truck before I could afford to step out and risk everything on oil and gas exploration.


In 1964, my first job after high school was driving for Johnny Geer Tank Truck in Enid, Oklahoma, which was a small company with only three trucks when I was hired. I started out at the bottom of the oil and gas industry, cleaning the sludge out of oilfield stock tanks. I’ve always said the only direction you can go from there is up.


We soon found ourselves hurting for business within our original work area around Enid. I convinced the owner, Johnny Geer, to let me take his new bobtail truck to Ringwood, Oklahoma, where an oilfield boom was underway only twenty miles west.


Within a few days of driving, shaking hands, and talking about the business, I landed some new accounts. In a few months, we had several trucks operating out of Ringwood. This enabled a whole new area of work for us, so I established a truck yard there.


We grew this trucking business to more than ten trucks in just a couple of years, and Johnny gradually trusted most of the management to me. But some of his personal challenges started to create more turnover and problems at the company. I had to make the painful decision to quit. I took pride in what I had helped build, but I knew I couldn’t compromise high standards for customer service and still be successful.


Three weeks later, I was hired to work in the refinery of Champlin Petroleum, a major oil company headquartered in Enid. It was the best job in the area for blue collar folks like me at the time. But there was a problem. More specifically, I was the problem.


In my previous job, I’d enjoyed the freedom of the oil patch and had grown to love it. I missed the people and the excitement of exploration and production of oil and natural gas. Big company limitations, union rules, and being confined at a refinery complex felt like someone had taken me out of the wild and put me into a cage at the zoo.


I started looking around for opportunities, and one soon presented itself that would allow me to be in business for myself. A man I knew from my time in Ringwood was behind on his truck payments and offered to give me his water truck if I’d take over the payments and buy his extra equipment. I worked out a deal with the financing company to catch up on his late payments, but I still needed a $1,000 loan to purchase operating permits, hoses, and tools. (That was $10,000 in today’s money.) Since I was under twenty-one years old, the bank required a cosigner for the loan, so I asked Charles Potter, the owner of the truck stop where I worked in high school, to cosign. He took the risk, and I’m still grateful for him. Everybody thought I was crazy for leaving my job. But I knew it was the right thing for me to do.


I was in debt—but I was in business!


Most oil and gas companies today got their start as service operators or drillers. I started my company in the transportation sector as a one-truck operation.


At the age of twenty in 1966, I moved my wife and our two little kids from a small house we owned on the east side of Enid to a rental house in Ringwood. Looking back, I realize how stressful all those changes were on my wife and young family. At the time, I saw only possibilities.


I somehow knew that I could be successful where others had failed. I had a simple business philosophy: a day’s work for a day’s pay. So that’s what I did—and it worked. Over time, I took on a business partner, Les Phillips, to help me as my business grew past the point I could keep up by myself. In 1968, we started to expand our trucking business as Hamm & Phillips Service Company. Les and I remained partners in business for the balance of his life. By 2004, Hamm & Phillips was the largest oilfield fluid service company in Oklahoma and had expanded its area of operation into five surrounding states with several operating divisions.


We had several other notable companies within our service sector. Ron Boyd was executive director of some of these companies, including a well-servicing company and rental tool company. When our companies combined with John Schmitz and L. E. Simmons, who also had similar oilfield services, these turned into Complete Energy Services. A consolidation of management and equipment proceeded a successful IPO that took advantage of increasing commodity prices from growing consumer demand. This occurred in 2007, or the beginning of a period we like to refer to as the “Cinderella years” for market investors and the entire service sector as it grew from Horizontal Drilling development. Although I remained on the board of directors for many years afterward, this consolidation freed up my primary focus from oilfield services to running Continental Resources, my exciting, demanding, fast-growing exploration company. Without this experience in the services sector, I wouldn’t be the explorationist I am today. So let’s get back to those early days of my career.




Lower Education: Boots on the Ground


My first experience being in business for myself was certainly an education, but I wanted to learn more about the industry I loved—and learn fast.


Even though I couldn’t afford college, I was set on the idea of becoming a professional geologist. I continued to ask customers, associates, and fellow field workers across the spectrum as many questions as they’d allow. We didn’t yet have any wells or oil and gas production, but I was determined to be in the oil and gas business.


In November 1967, I incorporated my first exploration and production company, the Shelly Dean Oil Company, named after my daughters, Shelly and Deana. That same business would eventually become Continental Resources.


At night, I’d study well logs, searching for hidden opportunities that might’ve been overlooked by bigger oil companies that had drilled these wells before. When a well is drilled, detailed records are kept about which conditions and minerals are found at depth. This industry practice allows engineers and geologists to understand what rock types, bottom hole pressures, and oil and gas exist within a wellbore. Samples of rock removed during drilling are also studied under a microscope to uncover the geologic makeup of the formations cut up by the drilling bit.


Reviewing this data is like trying to decipher ancient writings, and I found it quite fascinating. Still do. One evening, a pattern emerged that caught my attention. There was something about a particular well that had been drilled about thirty-five years earlier and had blown out and burned the drilling rig down. I had a hunch that a much larger oil reservoir existed. The replacement well hadn’t proven to be that productive initially but had accumulated over one hundred thousand barrels of oil over its life.


When these wells were originally drilled in the 1940s, operators were basically drilling blind, doing the best they could with the logging technology they had. On some wells drilled nearby, I noticed that a cake of mud had built up on the inside of the wellbore at a certain depth, even though the well density logs showed nothing. The data indicated a consistent pattern, but no one else had picked up on it. I saw porous rock, and I “smelled” oil (not literally this time, but figuratively) in the Oswego Formation near McWillie, Oklahoma, in Alfalfa County.


I bought open leases where I could, obtained other leases from farm-ins (agreements to drill for a shared interest) with other companies, and bought a few wells from Getty Oil Company on a trend line that I had superimposed between other dry holes with similar mud cake characteristics in the general area. I reworked those existing wells I had bought from Getty opening up the Oswego Formation, and in 1969, I set about drilling a new grassroots well. The re-works proved to be “commercial” (profitable) and the newly drilled well came in nicely at about five hundred barrels of oil a day.


The second well in that field, a step-out wildcat, or unknown exploratory well, was five miles away from production of any other wells and flowed seventy-five barrels an hour. The third well nearby gauged one hundred barrels of oil an hour. All from six thousand feet deep! Heck of a way to begin an exploration company. This wasn’t a giant field. It contained about six million barrels of recoverable oil, and I didn’t own all of it. But it was definitely a giant find for our fledgling company and me.


Although oil prices were still pretty low at the time, I believed they were about to go up. So I trusted my hunch and took a risk. Within a few months, I had the resources to expand both my business and my education. I was exhilarated I could finally begin college. I could also buy a drilling rig to protect my reserves in the Oswego and drill my own leases. Rigs were in very short supply in 1974.


In this moment, I was struck by the fact that some well-informed risk-taking changed my world. I began to believe I could change the whole world if I could only incorporate the help of other like-minded people in this wonderful, exciting industry.


Industry mentors in this initial period of my career meant so much to my success. Professionals who were kind enough to answer my endless questions—such as local geologists Jack Ferchau and Jack Cutbirth; Paul McRil, a Schlumberger engineer, who took time to teach me how to read electric well logs; J. R. (Curley) Pearson, who taught me the basics of drilling and down-hole techniques; Floyd Harrington, who taught me well-servicing skills; and Don Longdon, the best well-stimulation expert in the business—all taught me how to complete wells to achieve the best results. Without their help, I couldn’t have climbed the learning curve as quickly as I needed to. Their helpfulness is one more example of the generosity of this industry. Each of them and countless others took it on themselves to help a determined young man who wanted desperately to learn and earn his way in his chosen devotion.


When I bought those first leases from Getty, I bet they high-fived one another thinking they had gotten the better end of that deal. Boy, were they wrong. Maybe they thought I was lucky, but I knew it wasn’t luck; it was science. The potential of that field was hidden only to those who hadn’t studied the data closely enough. Its success was a turning point for the company and me, and it would fuel countless other opportunities.







Higher Education


What did Malcolm Gladwell say? The world-class experts in any given field have practiced for ten thousand hours. Well, in my early career years, I got really good at driving my red truck. So it was time to start a new ten-thousand-hour journey.


In 1974, right before my thirtieth birthday, I enrolled at Phillips University in Enid, Oklahoma, which had a great geology department. I didn’t really care about earning a degree; I simply wanted to learn everything I could about petroleum geology, mineralogy, earth sciences, and the business of oil and gas. But to take all the petroleum geology courses I needed, I also had to take on a full course load of business, literature, history, chemistry—the works.


While those wells meant my finances took a huge turn for the better, I was realistic in my self-assessment: I knew just enough to be dangerous. I needed as much of a technical education as I could possibly get, as fast as I could get it. At that point, I was running multiple businesses, and I became a full-time student as well. And I loved it. Between work, classes, and my growing family, it was a very busy time. It grew busier as I began to see opportunity in other nearby oilfields in the Mid-Continent area of the U.S.


One of my first oilfield prospects was a lease position in a natural gas unit known as the Fox Unit in Blaine County, Oklahoma. It became a nice producer and was the first of a long line of successes in Blaine County. Blaine County is still a large part of the oil and natural gas production in Oklahoma, and our company is still involved there. Expanding our activities, we began to explore and develop a play in Major County, Oklahoma, in the Sooner Trend field. My exploration career was proving to be fun and exciting—and profitable.







College Career Curtailed


When I enrolled in college in 1974, Les and I agreed that he would take over operation of the day-to-day trucking enterprise so I could focus on the exploration and production side of the business as well as my studies. But in 1977, he was unable to access insurance on the trucking business, and eventually the policies were slated to be canceled. I had no choice but to involve myself again to guarantee the insurance policies and the success of the company. Later I bought the entire interest in the company and helped Les set up a Mack Trucks dealership we could utilize.


It took a great deal of time and effort to run the trucking company along with the exploration and production company. Unfortunately, something had to go, and that was the balance of my college education. I had been able to learn all the basics of geology from my courses at Phillips University. What I learned there has served me well. While that was the end of my college career, it was not the end of my learning. I am a lifelong learner.







Growing a Company


I’d always known that a company was only as good as the folks you work with. Because of the success of these new wells, I had the opportunity to hire talented petroleum engineers, geologists, and financial experts—the best and brightest in all aspects of the business. At this point in my career, I began building the structure of the corporate framework necessary to grow and prosper in the face of adversity. Eventually it became a dream team that would go on to change the world.


Over the next dozen years, Oklahoma’s exploration expanded to practically every basin in the state and almost every producing horizon. It was exhilarating to grow the company and our oil and gas production at the same time. From the very beginning, we did it differently. Some oil and gas companies would stop exploring during the low end of the cycles and lay off their exploration teams: geologists, geophysicists, and engineers. We decided against that at Continental. A company’s best assets are its people. In fact, some of our biggest discoveries came during downturns and in basins that were out of favor.


I learned early the value of honoring the basic science of geology and applying it to everything we did in the business and in every basin. It always gave us a leg up on competition as we worked with geologic concept after geologic concept, one after the other. For the most part, our growth has been organic—through the drill-bit. We are a self-generating shop for exploration prospects. Our bold, adventuresome passion for exploration and technical expertise has allowed us to expand our successes from Oklahoma to the major producing areas of the continental U.S., including the Williston Basin of Montana, North and South Dakota, and into Canada; the Illinois Basin of Kentucky, Indiana, and Michigan; the Texas/Louisiana Gulf Coast; the Texas Permian Basin; and the Powder River and Washakie Basins in Wyoming.


Our dedication to our people allowed us to retain the industry’s greatest professionals and is something we still hold on to today. We are unique in our commitment to keeping our teams together during times of volatility and severe downturns.








Trusting the Future


I’ve had a few premonitions in my time. From 1974 to 1982, I had invested heavily in building a drilling rig fleet. They are capital intensive, and you make money only when they’re fully deployed.


In April 1982, things were going a little too well. Prices for our services were going up and up—and people were paying in full, months in advance for future drilling services. This is too good to be true, I thought. Something didn’t feel right about the state of the market. So I decided to get out of the rig business and sold all eleven rigs to a group of investors for $32 million. Yet again, people were scratching their heads about me and whispering, “He’s leaving money on the table in the middle of a boom. Has he lost his nerve?”


Nope. I was changing my game. I wanted to find the oil, not continue to provide oilfield and drilling services for it for my entire career. I also felt that a downturn was imminent.


It was.


On July 5, 1982, Penn Square Bank, Oklahoma’s largest oilfield lender, failed. The boom ended, and a decade of bad times engulfed the industry. I learned later that a market oversupply of an overly regulated wedge of interstate natural gas had filled much quicker than anyone believed it could, after having reached $9 per mcf (the volume of one thousand cubic feet) in 1980 and 1981. As this gas supply was replenished, prices normalized at about $3 per mcf, erasing much of the drilling activity associated with the prior high price period and setting the stage for the collapse.


Oklahoma City became a national news story with the collapse of Penn Square Bank. It rattled the U.S. financial system, and several banks fell like dominoes, including Continental Illinois National Bank & Trust Company. This signaled the end of an oil boom.


Was I lucky or prescient? I had just trusted my gut, and now we were suddenly in the catbird seat. With cash from the sale of the drilling rigs, I could buy oil and gas properties from distressed companies finding themselves short of cash as commodity prices for oil and gas fell.


We were ahead of the acquisition curve and found that “cash is king.” We used the money to buy wells and production from debt-laden companies across the full spectrum of the industry, from independents to majors who were selling off their properties because they couldn’t afford to keep them or were entering bankruptcy. We purchased six hundred wells from Denver-based Petro Lewis. They needed cash, and I just happened to have some. They weren’t optimists anymore, but I was looking toward the future.


I suppose that’s something else I’ve learned about business: too many companies lose their courage when they reach a certain size, and no matter what their motto is, all get to the point of just preserving the status quo.


In 1985, President Reagan entered into a partnership with the Saudis to provide the monarchy protection in exchange for a flood of cheap oil with which he would try to drown the Soviet economy. (I recommend Peter Schweizer’s excellent book on the subject, Victory: The Reagan Administration’s Secret Strategy That Hastened the Collapse of the Soviet Union.) The price of oil dove from about $30 to less than $10 per barrel. That’s like a gallon of gasoline going for thirty cents today. As you can imagine, that hit the entire industry hard. Our government overlooked its impact on domestic oil producers and chose to play geopolitical chess instead. Countless businesses in the oil patch were crushed. But as always, there were new opportunities. Remember those eleven drilling rigs I had sold before the bust? I repurchased them for ten cents on the dollar and prepared for the next uptick in oil prices.


In addition to buying other companies’ producing properties, I started exploring high-potential prospects in search of large fields. As an explorer, I wanted to find some giant fields, and I focused my hunt on oil. Over time, I became convinced oil would prove to have a better intrinsic value than natural gas in the coming years. There were very few explorationists or companies whose leaders shared this view at this particular time (1983).













CHAPTER 3 Whale Tales and Industrial Evolution





Total U.S. consumption of oil in 2021: 7.26 billion barrels


Recoverable U.S. reserves of oil in 2020: 373 billion barrels


(A very conservative fifty-one-year supply, but I believe we’ll have abundant oil and natural gas for at least the next one hundred years.)





AMERICAN SOCIETY HAS ALWAYS BEEN deeply rooted in agronomy, the science of soil management and crop production. As a people, we find it hard to believe in or count on anything other than what’s stored in the grain bin because a drought or bad luck might prevent us from, replacing those commodities in the future. So it is easy to fall into the camp of those who believe we are, always “running out” of oil and natural gas, gauged only by our consumption of found reserves.


This has been the case since oil was first discovered, and it still is the case today. For the past century, the so-called experts who have told us we would run out of oil seem to have difficulty trusting the energy industry to do what it’s done for over one hundred years—innovate and discover ways to fuel growth through continuous, ongoing exploration and development.




[image: Image]

The point of this chart? No surprise, except to many in government and media, the world is producing and using a huge amount of oil. A good chunk of that is produced right here in America.





The more you know about any topic, the more accurate and valuable your opinions can be. Well, let’s apply this notion to the oil and natural gas industry. The biggest enemy to sound energy policy is ignorance. And it doesn’t take a geologist to point out that there are rich deposits of ignorance about our industry.
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Global Petroleum and Other Liquids

2020 2021 2022 2023
SUPPLY & CONSUMPTION (MILLION BARRELS PER DAY)
Non-OPEC Production 63.12 63.89 66.56 68.31
OPEC Production 30.75 31.66 34.44 34.66
OPEC Crude Oil Portion 25.59 26.23 28.95 29.18
Total World Production 93.87 5.88 101.00 102.97

OECD Commercial Inventory 3,025 2,677 2,781 2,863
(end-of-year)

Total OPEC Surplus 5.38 5.44 3.31 3.63
Crude Oil Production Capacity

OECD Consumption 42.03 44.60 46.03 46.31
Non-OECD Consumption 49.95 52.88 54.57 56.24
Total World Consumption 91.98 97.48 100.61 102.55
PRIMARY ASSUMPTIONS (PERCENT CHANGE FROM PRIOR YEAR)
World Real Gross -3.3 5.9 4.3 4.0
Domestic Product

Real U.S. Dollar 1.7 -3.9 2.2 1.2

Exchange Rate*

*Foreign currency per U.S. dollar.

Source: "Short-Term Energy Outlook," U.S. Energy Information Administration, March 3,2022,
https://www.eia.gov/outlooks/steo/report/ global_oil.php
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