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The Pacific Coast Oil Industry 
His to ry ,  E v o l u t i o n  a n d  Progress  of  

the  Vege tab le  a n d  F i sh  Oil T r a d e s  

BY P. W. TOMPKINS* 

T 
HE vegetable oil industry 

has a unique and pictur- 
esque history on the Pacific 

Coast, dating back to the early 
days of Spanish rule in California. 
We have every reason to assume 
that, following the arrival of the 
Spaniards at San Francisco in 
1776, came the Spanish trading 
vessels, which no doubt brought the 
first arrivals of vegetable oils to 
the Pacific Coast in the form of 
olive oil. Until California entered 
the Union in 1850, the principal 
trading was probably with Spain, 
but after that  date, trading ves- 
sels of other nations brought to the 
Pacific Coast supplies of Spanish, 
Italian and French olive oil, which 
continue to arrive today in large 
quantities but by modern methods 
of transportation. 

Shortly after  California was ad- 
mitted to the Union, many sailing 
vessels of the smaller type, espe- 
cially those known as "tea clip- 
pers," entered into trading between 
Oriental ports and San Francisco, 
which eventually brought to the 
Golden State large numbers of 
Chinese laborers to work in the 
California gold mines. The Chinese 
being large consumers of edible 
oils, it was but a short time before 
Chinese peanut oil appeared on the 
Pacific Coast. The oil at that time, 
and even today, for Chinese con- 
sumption here, was packed in tins 
of 18 lbs. net each, four tins to the 
case. Up to about 1890 the demand 
for other vegetable oils was very 
small. However, the Pacific Coast 
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importers have always been most 
progressive in their endeavors to 
introduce and create outlet~ for 
various foreign vegetable oils, and 
through their efforts have been 
successful in introducing into this 
country oils that today occupy an 
important place in many American 
industries. 

The early imports of vegetable 
oils were brought forward in small 
packages, including second-hand 
kerosene oil cans, wooden barrels, 
some shipments arriving in old 
wine, olive oil and beer barrels, and 
later puncheons and iron drums. 

Many interesting changes have 
taken place in this industry during 
its long and varied development on 
the Pacific Coast, particularly dur- 
ing the spectacular World War 
period, when San Francisco and 
Seattle suddenly became the prin- 
cipal ports of entry for nearly the 
entire Oriental output. Scarcity of 
space owing to demand for vessels 
on the Atlantic side, among other 
reasons, forced this vast oil traffic 
to the Pacific Coast, whence it was 
distributed throughout the United 
States and Canada, and eventually 
large quantities of the finished 
products found their way to Euro- 
pean countries to supply a serious 
need for food, and glycerine for ex- 
plosives. 

It  is not the purpose of these re- 
marks to deal specifically with the 
characteristics or properties of 
these oils, as this is fully covered 
in numerous standard works, gov- 
ernment bulletins and scientific and 
trade journals. This article is in- 
tended only as a narrative of trade 
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development and changes in meth- 
ods of physical handling and trans- 
portation. 

Methods of Shipment and 
Handling 

Up to about 1918, very few oil 
importations were made in bulk, 
the majority arriving in the small 
packages referred to above. Dur- 
ing *the World War period, impor- 
tations were so vast, and the in- 
dustry so unprepared to properly 
handle such large tonnage, that 
great congestion and waste were 

the necessity of quickly developing 
machines to do part  of the work. 
While many shipments were sent 
through to their destinations in 
their original containers, by far  
the greatest proportion was trans- 
fered to tank cars on the Pacific 
Coast. Large storage tanks had to 
be built, dumping tables and pump- 
ing facilities installed, but little by 
little equipment was developed re- 
sulting in a number of large and 
efficient plants. When these plants 
had reached a high state of effi- 
ciency, and adequate storage capac- 

Cargoes of oil in cases at Seattle, typical of congestion and intensity of 
industry on the Pacific Co~tst during the war period 

inevitable; methods of handling, 
crude and inadequate, although 
later much improved. 

The unpreparedness and lack of 
opportunity to immediately install 
adequate facilities to handle this 
immense amount of oil, made the 
earlier stage one of confusion. The 
time and labor involved in handling 
these millions of cases and barrels 
caused much concern, and showed 

ity was available, the slump of 
1920-21 left them with little of 
their former activity. The tariff 
of 1922 still fur ther  reduced their 
sphere of usefulness, with the re- 
sult that several have since gone 
out of existence or been modified 
for petroleum oil storage. 

Shipments in cans and barrels 
were subject 'to heavy leakage at 
that time, and often many tons of 
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mixed oil were  found in the  bi lges 
of  vessels, somet imes  badly  emulsi-  
fied wi th  wa te r ,  all  of which  neces- 
s i t a t ed  means  of salvage.  In  con- 
sequence, s e p a r a t i n g  and f i l ter ing 
devices were ins ta l l ed  to  recover  
the  o i l  in a salable  s tate ,  which in 
the  case of a m i x t u r e  of oils, even- 
tua l ly  found i t s  way  to the  soap 
ket t le .  When  the  oil was not  
mixed  but  confined to a g iven 
kind,  the t r e a t e d  and recovered 
produc t  would go back  to the  ship-  
men t  f rom which  i t  o r ig ina ted .  
F requen t ly ,  however ,  the re  would 

the  lower t i e r s ,  s t a r t e d  leakage,  
and the oil once ge t t i ng  between 
the  s taves  and under  hoops, ac ted 
a~ a l ub r i can t  p e r m i t t i n g  more 
ready  movement ,  which eventual ly  
loosened the s taves  caus ing  leakage  
to become qui te  genera l .  I t  was 
common to have many  ba r r e l s  of a 
lot a r r i ve  empty  or only p a r t l y  full .  
Also in the  rush  of war  t imes,  
p roper  ven t i l a t ion  of  the  holds was 
neglected,  and  the expans ion  and 
cont rac t ion  be tween the  hea t  of the  
day  and the  cooler n i g h t s  c ross ing  
the Pacific occasioned leakage  in 

Three conveyor chutes in background moving empty cases to fire d~onp 

be several  consignees  of, say, pea-  
nu t  oil, and d i spu tes  would na tu ra l -  
ly a r i se  as to how much of th is  re-  
covered oil be longed to the  indi-  
v idual  lots. 

A ser ious  p rob lem arose  f rom 
sh ipments  f o r w a r d e d  in wooden 
ba r r e l s  which were  pi led h igh  one 
on the  o ther  in the  vessel 's  hold, 
s ince the  work ing  of  the  s taves  due 
to the  movement  of  the  boat ,  to- 
g e t h e r  wi th  the  heavy  p re s su re  on 

many  ba r r e l s  which would o ther -  
wise have wi ths tood  equal t empera -  
tures .  

To overcome these  difficulties, 
var ious  s iz ings  were  t r i e d  out, such 
as s i l ica te  of soda, an imal  and 
casein glues,  etc., and oil in these  
exper imen ta l  ba r r e l s  was  sent  over  
and back f rom the Or ien t  to t e s t  
t he i r  compara t ive  mer i t s .  Hoops 
were  also "dogged"  in place so they  
could not  sh i f t ,  and as a r e su l t  of 
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these  be t t e rments ,  i t  was eventua l -  
ly found  poss ible  to sh ip  in wooden 
ba r re l s  w i th  only small  occasional  
leakage,  and  these  methods  a r e  us- 
ual ly  fol lowed at  the  p resen t  t ime  
when ba r r e l  sh ipments  a re  made.  

Cocoanut  oil sh ipments  in these  
numerous  small  packages  na tu r a l l y  
p resen ted  a difficulty not  affect ing 
o ther  oils, s ince i t  is solid a t  no rma l  
t e m p e r a t u r e s  and the re  had  to be 
some means  of mel t ing  p r i o r  to 
t r a n s f e r r i n g  i t  to t ank  cars  or  s tor-  
age  tanks .  This  was accomplished 
by  e rec t ing  crude wooden rooms in 

which s team coils were  placed, the  
ba r r e l s  and  t ins  be ing  hea ted  in 
these  rooms. Somet imes  the  bar -  
rels,  d rums  and cans were  la id  over 
inflexible s team coils and  covered 
wi th  canvas,  unt i l  the  oil had 
melted.  F r e q u e n t l y  these  same con- 
t r ivances  would be augmen ted  by 
a l lowing live s team to escape at  
va r ious  places a round  the  cans. A 
f a v o r i t e  method was to  shoot  l ive 
s team into ba r re l s  unt i l  they  were  
empty,  al low the  m i x t u r e  of oil and  
condensed wa te r  to  se t t le  in some 
receptac le  and then  d r aw  off the  

Sampling barreled and case goods under these conditions presented difficulties 
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Rows of piles of cases such as this sometimes had to be pulled down several 
times for sampling purposes 

water .  Needless  to say, p len ty  of 
w a t e r  was lef t  in the  oil a t  t imes ,  
t hough  i t  was r emarkab le  how well 
i t  could be removed when t ime  and 
oppo r tun i t y  pe rmi t t ed .  L a t e r  th i s  
was  all handled  by  machines  cre- 
a t ed  for  the  purpose,  cans were  
moved along by  conveyors  sur -  
rounded  by  s team coils unt i l  t hey  

reached the  dumping  a n d  d r a i n i n g  
tables  and f rom the re  the  empty  
cans went  to the  cut t ing ,  f la t ten ing  
and ba l ing  machines .  

Wi th  such a demand  for  oil as 
ex is ted  du r ing  the w a r  per iod,  and 
the  confus ion t ha t  prevai led ,  a 
marked  i r r e g u l a r i t y  be tween lots  
and even packages  of the  same lot  
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was  inevi table .  Whi le  tots, as a 
whole, m i g h t  comply wi th  con t rac t  
l imi t a t ions  or s t andards ,  when sub- 
d iv ided  on a r r i va l  here  and sen t  to 
d i f ferent  buyers ,  the  p a r t  t h a t  each 
received would f r equen t ly  be qui te  
d i f ferent  f rom the  average  of the  
whole. Somet imes  a sample  of 10% 
of the  packages  would be t aken  of 
a sh ipmen t  on a r r iva l ,  and d u r i n g  
the numerous  subsequent  sales and 

not  the  i r r e g u l a r i t y  of the  product ,  
was a lways  blamed for  these  di f -  
ferences .  As many  as five and six 
sampl ings  migh t  be made of a lot 
r e p r e s e n t i n g  as many  independent  
t r an sac t i ons  wi thou t  the  sh ipment  
moving f rom the spot  where  i t  was 
d i scha rged  f rom the vessel. In  the  
oil t e r m i n a l s  or warehouses ,  ba r re l s  
and cases would be pi led cei l ing 
high,  and  f requen t ly  had  to be 

One of the fine oil transfer plants which was an outgrowth of wartime con- 
ditions. In the foreground, bales of flattened coal oil tins ready fo~" return to 

the Orient. Middle and outer wharf, barrels of bean oil 

resa les  cha rac t e r i s t i c  of  the  t ime,  
por t ions  would be sampled a g a i n  or  
severa l  t imes .  Each sample  d r a w n  
would involve packages  not  previ -  
ously sampled,  and each sampl ing  
would v a r y  f rom the f irst  or  sec- 
ond, and  so on down the  l ine of 
sales and resales,  and the chemist ,  

pul led down several  t imes  to be re- 
sampled  as a resu l t  of a new buyer  
in the  case. Some of these  vege- 
table  oils, especial ly cocoanut,  
would v a r y  so much t ha t  every in- 
d iv idual  ba r re l  in a sh ipment  would 
have to be sampled,  t es ted  for  f ree  
f a t t y  acids  and seg rega t ed  into the  
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range to which it belonged, before 
the impor te r  could take the r isk of 
sel l ing his product.  Por table  labor- 
a tory  equipment  would on such oc- 
casions be used on the dock where 
the sampl ing  and segregat ion took 
place. Such extreme i r regular i ty ,  
of course, did not  occur f requent ly,  
bu t  was not uncommon. 

This condit ion na tu ra l ly  had its 
effect on t ank  car lots loaded direct- 

tion, and as a result  of these con- 
dit ions,  discrepancies were inevi t-  
able, and a f te r  cont inued disputes 
had arisen,  the impor ters  found it  
necessary for  the i r  protect ion to 
evolve a different  system in  order 
to know with ce r t a in ty  the average 
composit ion of the car before ship- 
ment .  I t  was not  an uncommon 
s ight  in the ear l ier  days of this  
mad rush,  to see two men at  the 

Background, thousands of cases of peanut and other oils. This scene is typical 
of order and system resulting from improved methods towards end of war 

period 

ly  f rom packages, as the last  oil 
into the t a n k  car would always pre- 
dominate  in the sample taken f rom 
the dome of the car, and conse- 
quent ly  did not  necessar i ly  repre- 
sent the  average of the tank  car as 
a whole. T a n k  car,-, were also us- 
ually sampled and testcd at  dest ina-  

dome of the car, t r y ing  to mix  the 
oil wi th  oars. 

Out of all this  confusion grew 
the var ious sampl ing  and other  
devices to overcome these difficul- 
ties. Dumping  tables were estab- 
lished in  which the oil passed into 
long t roughs,  much like those in 
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Wreckage after discharge of vegetable oil cargo at San Francisco in 1920, 
resulting in 4 feet of oil leakage in bilge of this hold. 

Another view of same vessel as photograph above, showing result of poor 
stowage and rough weather 
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which cat t le  a re  fed. Some of 
these  were  a r r a n g e d  wi th  mix ing  
prope l lors  and o thers  w i th  c i rcula t -  
ing devices where  the  oil would be 
pumped  over f rom one end to the  
other ,  and by th is  means  mixed 
sufficiently to  be of a un i fo rm com- 
posi t ion.  Numerous  modif icat ions 
or  combina t ions  of  these  proced-  
ures  were  instal led,  wi th  the even- 
tua l  development  of immense  s tor-  
age capac i ty  where  the  oils would 
finally be pumped f rom the dump- 
ing  tables .  In  t h a t  way  condi t ions 
were  a v e r a g e d  and oil of a un i fo rm 
and known composi t ion  resul ted.  

I t  would be imposs ib le  fo r  any-  
one who has  not  wi tnessed  the con- 
ges t ion  caused by  these  vas t  oil im- 
por ta t ions ,  when en t i r e  sh ips '  car-  
goes of mixed  lots or  a s ingle kind 
of oil would a r r i ve  a t  one t ime  and 
smal le r  sh ipments  of 50,000 to over 
100,000 cases were  of a lmost  dai ly  
occurrence,  to v isual ize  the  many  
difficulties which conf ron ted  nea r -  
ly every  t u r n  of these  t ransac t ions ,  
and  as usual  the  chemis t s  and the i r  
samplers  came in fo r  the  b r u n t  of 
all b lame when a n y t h i n g  did not  
come out  j u s t  as was expected. But  
out  of all the  g r i e f  and  difficulties 
in mee t ing  con t rac t s  and condit ions,  
much good was der ived.  I t  not  
only gave  a g r e a t  impe tus  to the  
oil indus t ry ,  b u t  developed knowl-  
edge of hand l ing  and the many  
uses and appl ica t ions  of var ious  
oils. H a d  i t  not  been fo r  the  per iod  
of the  war ,  development  of  th is  
so r t  would have been much slower 
and t h e r e  would not  have been so 
m a n y  well  equipped p lan t s  as  exis t  
to day,  w i th  f i rs t  hand  knowledge 
and exper ience  of a va luable  order .  
Pacific Coast  por ts ,  such as San 
Franc i sco ,  Seat t le ,  Tacoma,  P o r t -  
land and Los Angeles ,  now have oil 
s t o rage  p lan t s  fo r  hand l ing  the 
va r ious  oils sh ipped i n  bulk, 
which r e p r e s e n t  an  enormous  in- 

ves tmen t  of money, bu t  a re  most  
essent ia l  to the  vegetable  oil in- 
dus t ry .  

One fo rm of equipment  which 
has been junked  as useless under  
modern  condi t ions,  is the  ma-  
ch ine ry  c rea ted  for  cu t t ing ,  f la t ten-  
ing  ( ro i l i ng ) ,  and  ba l ing  the mil-  
l ions of  second-hand coal-oil t i n s  
wbich  were  then r e t u r n e d  to the  
Or ien t  to  be used for  roofing of 
houses and all sor t s  of purposes  by  
the Orienta ls ,  or somet imes  made  
into smal le r  cans which were  aga in  
r e t u r n e d  wi th  oil. The problem of 
d ispos ing  of the  wooden cases, each 
of which held two of these cans, 
was met  in much the same way  as 
the  problem of was te  Wood and  
sawdus t  in sawmills .  Conveyors 
were  ins ta l led  which c a r r i e d  these  
cases to  some remote  poin t  where  
they  were  dumped and burned.  
These  fires were  going  day  and 
night ,  and  mil l ions  of oi l -soaked 
cases were  des t royed  in th is  way.  
P r e s e n t  methods  of t r a n s p o r t a t i o n  
and hand l ing  have been so s impl i -  
fied t ha t  one or  two thousand  tons  
of bulk  oil in s t e amer s '  deep t anks  
can be t r a n s f e r r e d  d i rec t ly  into 
t a n k  cars  or  s to rage  t anks  w i th in  a 
per iod  of f rom 12 to 24 hours  wi th  
ve ry  l i t t l e  more  l abor  t han  is neces- 
s a r y  to man  and connect  the  pumps  
and a t t end  the  t ank  cars .  I t  is 
much more  economical  and  sa t i s -  
f a c t o r y  in every  way  t han  the  for -  
mer  labor ious ,  was te fu l  and cost ly 
procedure ,  which  was  only econom- 
ical ly possible  as  a r e su l t  of m a r k e t  
demand  of  a k ind  c rea ted  by  war  
condi t ions.  

In  the  nex t  issue, a b r i e f  sketch 
will  fol low of var ious  oils impor t ed  
on the Pacific Coast.  I t  is not  in- 
tended to cover the  en t i r e  field bu t  
mere ly  the  b e t t e r  known oils, in- 
c luding fish and m a r i n e  oils. 

(To be configured) 


