Ida M. Tarbell, The History of the Standard Oil Company (1904), excerpts.

While Mr. Rockefeller produces only about a third of the entire production, he controls
all but about ten per cent, of it; that is, all but about ten per cent, goes immediately into
his custody on coming from the wells. It passes entirely out of the hands of the
producers when the Standard pipe-line takes it. The oil is in Mr. Rockefeller's hands,
and he, not the producer, can decide who is to have it. The greater portion of it he takes
himself, of course, for he is the chief refiner of the country. In 1898 there were about
twenty-four million barrels of petroleum products made in this country. Of this amount
about twenty million were made by the Standard Oil Company; fully a third of the
balance was produced by the Tidewater Company, of which the Standard holds a large
minority stock, and which for twenty years has had a running arrangement with the

Standard.

...The Standard owns stock in most of the great [railroad] systems. It is represented on
the board of directors of nearly all the great systems, and it has an immense freight not
only in oil products, but in timber, iron, acids, and all of the necessities of its factories. It
is allied with many other industries, iron, steel, and copper, and can swing freight away
from a road which does not oblige it. It has great influence in the money market and can
help or hinder a road in securing money. It has great influence in the stock market and
can depress or inflate a stock if it sets about it. Little wonder that the railroads, being
what they are, are afraid to “disturb their relations with the Standard Oil Company,” or
that they keep alive a system of discriminations the same in effect as those which

existed before 1887.



...If all the country had suffered from these raids on competition, had been the limiting
of the business opportunity of a few hundred men and a constant higher price for
refined oil, the case would be serious enough, but there is a more serious side to it. The
ethical cost of all this is the deep concern. We are a commercial people. We cannot
boast of our arts, our crafts, our cultivation; our boast is in the wealth we produce. As a
consequence business success is sanctified, and, practically, any methods which
achieve it are justified by a larger and larger class. All sorts of subterfuges and
sophistries and slurring over of facts are employed to explain aggregations of capital
whose determining factor has been like that of the Standard Oil Company, special
privileges obtained by persistent secret effort in opposition to the spirit of the law, the
efforts of legislators, and the most outspoken public opinion. How often does one hear it
argued, the Standard Oil Company is simply an inevitable result of economic conditions;
that is, given the practices of the oil-bearing railroads in 1872 and the elements of
speculation and the over-refining in the oil business, there was nothing for Mr.

Rockefeller to do but secure special privileges if he wished to save his business.

...What necessity was there for Mr. Rockefeller trying to prevent the United States Pipe
Line doing business?—only the greed of power and money. Every great campaign
against rival interests which the Standard Oil Company has carried on has been
inaugurated, not to save its life, but to build up and sustain a monopoly in the oil
industry. These are not more affirmations of a hostile critic; they are facts proved by

documents and figures.



Certain defenders go further and say that if some such combination had not been
formed the oil industry would have failed for lack of brains and capital. Such a statement
is puerile. Here was an industry for whose output the whole world was crying. Petroleum
came at the moment when the value and necessity of a new, cheap light was
recognized everywhere. Before Mr. Rockefeller had ventured outside of Cleveland
kerosene was going in quantities to every civilized country. Nothing could stop it,
nothing check it, but the discovery of some cheaper light or the putting up of its price.
The real “good of the oil business” in 1872 lay in making oil cheaper. It would flow all
over the world on its own merit if cheap enough. The claim that only by some such

aggregation as Mr. Rockefeller formed could enough capital have been obtained to

develop the business falls utterly in face of fact.

...Very often people who admit the facts, who are willing to see that Mr. Rockefeller has
employed force and fraud to secure his ends, justify him by declaring, “It's business.”
That is, “it's business” has to come to be a legitimate excuse for hard dealing, sly tricks,
special privileges. It is a common enough thing to hear men arguing that the ordinary
laws of morality do not apply in business. Now, if the Standard Oil Company were the
only concern in the country guilty of the practices which have given it monopolistic
power, this story never would have been written. Were it alone in these methods, public
scorn would long ago have made short work of the Standard Oil Company. But it is
simply the most conspicuous type of what can be done by these practices. The methods
it employs with such acumen, persistency, and secrecy are employed by all sorts of

business men, from corner grocers up to bankers.



...And what are we going to do about it? for it is our business. We, the people of the
United States, and nobody else, must cure whatever is wrong in the industrial situation,
typified by this narrative of the growth of the Standard Oil Company. That our first task is
to secure free and equal transportation privileges by rail, pipe and waterway is evident.
It is not an easy matter. It is one which may require operations which will seem severe;
but the whole system of discrimination has been nothing but violence, and those who
have profited by it cannot complain if the curing of the evils they have wrought bring
hardship in turn on them. At all events, until the transportation matter is settled, and
settled right, the monopolistic trust will be with us, a leech on our pockets, a barrier to

our free efforts.

As for the ethical side, there is no cure but in an increasing scorn of unfair play —an
increasing sense that a thing won by breaking the rules of the game is not worth the
winning. When the business man who fights to secure special privileges, to crowd his
competitor off the track by other than fair competitive methods, receives the same
summary disdainful ostracism by his fellows that the doctor or lawyer who is
“‘unprofessional,” the athlete who abuses the rules, receives, we shall have gone a long

way toward making commerce a fit pursuit for our young men.



