
INTRODUCTION 
 
“You may be called a drunken dog by some of the high collar and silk stocking gentry, 
but the real roughnecks will style you a jovial fellow.” 
                                                                       – Davy Crockett in the year of the Alamo 
 

After a month reading about the oilfield, writing letters to oil companies, and 
talking on the phone, I still didn’t know much about roughnecks or where exactly to go. I 
remembered that my mother had made a point of telling me when I was little not to run 
with roughnecks or I’d get to be just like one. She didn’t specifically mean the 
roughnecks that work on oil drilling rigs any more then Davey Crockett did in the Texas 
of 1836; but looking back now, they both had the right idea.  
 Like cowboys, frontiersmen, and gold-rushers, roughnecks are an American 
archetype. They are free and brave. They practice all the vices admired by American 
manhood and none of the virtues we dislike. Roughnecks are boisterous. They 
roughhouse. They live with danger and move with gumption. A woman in Louisiana said, 
“I can pick out a roughneck just walking down the street ‘cause they always look so 
ready.  
 Roughnecks work close to the source of American wealth both physically and in 
spirit. More than two-and-a-half million oil wells have been drilled in the United States, 
four times as many as all the rest of the world combined. One roughneck said, “Just tell 
them people that when they’re driving around or sitting someplace warm to think of us 
working hard somewhere at the other end of that pipeline.  
 
 
 It was a cool autumn day when I finally left New York, but I put the top down 
anyways. The air was crystalline and intoxicating and the city hung in the rear-view like a  
lucid dream. In the industrial wetlands of New Jersey a peregrine falcon swooped low 
and flew right about the car for two or three seconds. He looked me square in the eye, 
which I took as a lucky sign. I remembered advice once given by a Sherpa: To find the 
trail, put down the map.  
 Rotary drilling rigs are huge, noisy, dirty, and immensely powerful machines. 
They move from place to place. The working parts weigh in the ton or tens of tons. They 
drill holes miles into the earth to find high pressure zones of combustible gas and oil. The 
work is dangerous and takes grit and muscle. A company woman from Pennsylvania said, 
“Just imagine a portable coal mine standing on its end in the open air and you get an idea 
of what roughnecking is all about.” The oil industry didn’t create roughnecks; it needed 
them.  
 Somehow from New York roughnecks had seemed exotic. But on the road my 
preconceptions were thrown back at me. On one offshore rig I watched a nineteen-year-
old derrick man at work on the monkeyboard, a little platform about eight storeys above 
the drilling floor. The crew was tripping four miles of pipe out of a hole drilled in eighty 
feet of water. They pulled the pipe out in ninety-foot stands, twisting off each section and 
racking it before the next was pulled up. Each stand weighed about a thousands pounds 
and there were two-hundred stands screwed together to drill the hole. If left unchecked, 
pressure of combustible gas downhole can be enough to blow the pipe through the top of 



a derrick like so much spaghetti, melting the entire rig for sauce. The derrick hand leaned 
way out off his perch to rope the top of each stand, then muscled it into the rack on top- 
all in time with the roughnecks working the floor. They kept the rhythm all morning. 
Finally, he put on the climbing belt and slid down the ladder like a fireman. We chatted 
as he scraped grease from his gloves and boots, and he asked where I was from. I told 
him and he said, “Man, I hear it’s dangerous as hell up there.” 
 The roughnecks on that rig were a tight crew and had just finished a seven-day 
shift offshore. On the crew boats back to the dock the married men sat alone and looked 
out the windows. The single guys, three roughnecks, combed their hair and shouted over 
the engine noise about a girl named Rhonda. The four of us drank some beer across the 
road from the dock and then I followed them on the long road to town. Every few miles a 
beer can popped out of a car window. The three of them stopped halfway for another six 
and as soon as we got to their apartment complex they headed out to ladies’ night at a bar 
down the road. I passed out in a bean bag chair, exhausted from watching them trip pipe 
all day.  
 A few days later, on the way back from another rig, I picked up a six and dropped 
by their apartment. The non-stop seven-day-off party was going strong. Lots of people 
from the complex came and went—out-of-work rouchnecks, some girls who worked in a 
hustle bar at the edge of town, the wife of a roughneck who was offshore that week—a 
constant flow. I suggested that one married woman might not want to be in some of the 
pictures since her husband might see the book. She said, “Hell no, I want to be in the 
book. Don’t worry about him. He don’t read no books anyway.” 
 After a while, in the gas stations and the 7-11’s and bars, when I asked about 
drilling rigs and roughneck hangouts, everyone assumed I was on the road looking for 
work and tried hard to help. My Fiat didn’t look foreign anymore, just plain old. The 
election sticker that covered a rust spot had bleached white and the letters were gone. I 
lost the habit of shaving. My hardhat and coveralls got comfortable and grease-stained 
and smelled of diesel and drilling mud. Days passed on rigs and highways, evenings in 
bars, night in motels. I didn’t notice I was changing until a woman in a shopping mall in 
Midland locked all her car doors when I walked by with a bag of film.  
 The meetings with the executives generally came about by simply telephoning 
their offices from my motel rooms. In Dallas, even the asphalt is full of oil, and my tires 
squealed on slow curves. The men in the offices usually started by interviewing me to 
figure out what kind of book I was doing. That settled, I’d turn on the tape recorder and 
shoot pictures and swap stories. Some of the best stories started with Cut that recorder off 
for a minute. Almost all of the executives said that there are two types of roughnecks. 
One works a paycheck when he needs the money and then twists off. The other makes a 
career in the oil business.  
 There is some confusion in the field about who exactly is in the front office. I shot 
pool with one young Cajun roughneck on a rig out in the Gulf who kept asking questions. 
“Do you know who does the drilling for that Ewing Oil Company? I was just thinking, I 
wonder if I’ve ever worked for J.R.?” I told him that J.R. was just one of those fictional 
characters made up for T.V. and that there wasn’t anybody drilling for Ewing Oil 
Company. He said, “It figures.”  
 People everywhere talked nostalgically about the boom times of four or five years 
ago and said it was a shame I was down there during a bust. Drilling rigs were stacked 



out impotently along the highways. One hot day in Oklahoma I pulled into Wanda’s Bar 
and Grill on the edge of Chickasha. Inside it was cool and dark and I drank a beer awhile 
before asking Wanda if there was any drilling going on. She said, “There’s a man you 
ought to talk to,” and a retired driller sat down and introduced himself. He said that three 
rigs had just moved in around “Surreal,” which was just down the road between Cement 
and Apache. I followed his directions to a rusting gas refinery that looked like an old 
Twilight Zone set. It was near a gas station, with weeds growing around the pumps, and 
an unfinished motel, both abandoned. It was Saturday evening and the road was empty. 
The whole town seemed deserted. One car was parked in front of the Laundromat and in 
the open trunk there was a pair of Red Wing steel-toed boots and an old suitcase. Inside a 
young driller was taking his overalls out of the dryer and I asked him where I was. “This 
here is Surreal,” he said. “Didn’t you see the sign?” An eery feeling persisted until I came 
across that sign. “Surreal” was spelled “Cyril”.  
  After ten months and many thousands of photographs and miles, there was still 
something missing. I followed directions from bars to rigs to trailer parks without quite 
knowing what it was. One day the crew on a rig in the middle of a soybean field said that 
a roughneck from morning tour had a twelve-day-old baby and lived less than an hour the 
other side of Malakoff. He lived on a quiet road and didn’t have a phone so they drew me 
a map and gave me his brother’s phone number in case I got lost.  
 I drove by Mark’s trailer twice before matching it with the drawing on the map. 
The driveway was full of pickups and music was coming from somewhere. I knocked on 
the door a while then walked around back. There in the cool shade a half dozen kids 
played on a swing set and waded in a plastic pool. A group of men in cutoffs and tee 
shirts stood around a smokey grill while their wives and parents made small talk around a 
picnic table. Mark walked over carrying his baby and I told him what I was up to. “Well 
you sure came to the right place. We’re about all roughnecks here, my whole crew. Grab 
yourself a beer and sit down. Steaks be ready in a minute.” 
 I met Mark’s wife and parents and brother and his friends; everyone was smiling. 
The steaks came off the grill with the potatoes, and the salad came form the garden. They 
toasted a friend of theirs who was in the hospital and asked me to take a photo to send 
him. They toasted my book. The food was good and the kids ate with their fingers. I 
cranked the ice cream maker while on of the kids sat on top to hold it down. Mark added 
more rock salt and ice. I took some more photos and somebody said I had to say one-two-
three so he wouldn’t blink, and when I did he mooned the camera and everybody 
laughed. One of the guys picked up his toddler and said, “I guess you might call this a 
future roughneck.”  
 Soon the ice cream was gone and the kids fell asleep in their moms’ laps. There 
was still plenty of beer and the men swapped thick-tongued tales of big rigs and rough 
holes and rougher roughnecks. The wives finally got everyone moving; old friends said 
goodnight with hugs and backslaps and sweaty handshakes and laughter. I left the top 
down for the moon and realized the trail had come all the way around. The next day I 
flew back to New York to try to put it together.  


