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Foreword: “Cutting Down the Nets”

Readers: it might be a strange start to a book about geology to start with a basketball 
analogy, but unconventional seems to fit this book just fine. Basketball seems to 
summarize the mood and circumstances of its creation. In 1983, a college basketball 
team from Raleigh, North Carolina, had an unconventional run through the National 
Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) men’s basketball tournament and many 
North Carolinians think of them as the “Cinderella Team.” The meaning of 
Cinderella team is a sports metaphor for a team that seemed to win, despite their 
lack of pedigree, traditional team structure, and seemed to win against more com-
petitive opponents. The team from North Carolina State University is most well 
known for their coach, a charismatic New  Yorker and Italian-American named 
James Thomas Anthony Valvano (or Jimmy V), who seemed to stir up the team. 
Valvano was an English major who used quotations from literature to inspire the 
team. Valvano is also remembered for his work in raising funds for cancer researcher 
through his foundation and his signature phrase “Never give up.” Valvano suffered 
from cancer himself. He died in 1993, but his mythological status was already trans-
fixed in my mind growing up in the Raleigh-Durham area, as my parents, neither of 
them graduates of the North Carolina State University, but two persons who became 
enraptured in the spirit of 83.

When you try to explain major popular culture events that your spouse was not 
familiar with, given her upbringing in Arkansas, far away from the basketball courts 
of the Atlantic Coast Conference, you sometimes need moving images and film that 
explains the significance of something like the 1983 championship. Luckily, the 
new 30 For 30 film covering the folklore and events of the 1983 was available, 
entitled Survive and Advance, and Laura Elizabeth Smith, my fellow academic and 
wife, was able to make the connections and see things through my eyes, which is 
crucial in any relationship.

During 2022, my wife was going on the job market and finishing her Ph.D. Both 
of these events span the creation of the book, including the beginnings of our dating 
history. When anyone is either writing a doctoral thesis of being on the job market, 
or even doing both at the same time, there can be moments where your dreams seem 
impossible. The same can be said about starting your second book, without an 
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advisor and balancing the responsibilities of a full-time academic job. Though our 
future together was certain, our working plans were painfully uncertain. But, she 
too is charismatic, and recalled the scene from the documentary where at the begin-
ning of the 1982–1983 season, Valvano gathered the team together, at the first prac-
tice, and got them thinking about winning the national championship as a goal, 
which seemed as impossible as two academic jobs in the liberal arts. To get the team 
focused on realizing that goal, Valvano had them practice everything, including cut-
ting down the nets, which was done at the end of winning a championship.

In that same spirit, Laura bought her doctoral gown on the first day she started 
revising her dissertation and I, too, started writing the forward, preface, and 
acknowledgments to this book. And though things are way different in 2024 than in 
1983, with Caitlin Clark being one of most well-known basketball players, and the 
game going through more diverse and hopefully inclusive changes, the attitude of 
hope remains. As I write this, both the North Carolina State University men and 
women’s basketball teams are slated to play in the final four rounds of the NCAA 
tournament, and they have the opportunity to win the national championship with 
two more games. Whether you care about sports or not, the spirit of reaching for 
something that seems so impossible and out of reach never seems to go out of fash-
ion, and perhaps a crucial part to realizing your goals is to practice the whole experi-
ence, including how to celebrate them.

Though my goals were comparatively smaller and I had significant resources 
behind me to achieve them (see the acknowledgments) some of my smallest goals 
seemed on that same, impossible scale. But writing this book has showed me that 
with community, support, and a little charisma, you can be pushed into some amaz-
ing experiences in life. Women featured in the book are quite frankly amazing, 
inspiring, and successful, whether they were pushing against the large mechanics of 
sexism or simply going in and doing their job everyday despite a toxic culture.

Foreword: “Cutting Down the Nets”
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Preface: GTT

In the nineteenth century, when persons wanted to escape debts, run away, change 
their lives for the better, or seek adventure, they often fled states like South Carolina 
and left a simple note explaining their whereabouts: or left just enough information 
not to be found. The note often read “GTT.” The abbreviation stood for “Gone to 
Texas” (Campbell 2017). Writing this book meant all of those things to me and 
more. One day, at the start of one amazing research trip I left the Facebook status 
“GTT.” Going to Texas changed my life for the better and it was truly one amazing 
trip that lead to many others.

The narrative arc of my life during that first Texas research trip was trending into 
an amazing change, and I was moving out of some rather dark rain storms. If you 
would like more back story, please consult the preface in E. Allen Driggers, Early 
Nineteenth Century Chemistry and the Analysis of Urinary Stones (Driggers 2023). 
The first time I traveled out to Lubbock, Texas, I viewed it as a place of mystery and 
excitement. I was going West! I had just met my soon to be wife, Laura Elizabeth 
Smith, but she had some understandable trepidation about making a commitment 
with someone who was nine hours and almost six hundred miles away. I saw her and 
the West as my destiny and embraced the experience, traveling to the archives all 
day long and talking to her on the phone late into the evening, almost missing my 
flight from Nashville to Dallas.

Traveling to Lubbock was intimidating, as the flight required multiple plane 
embarkations and though I had traveled to Europe, I had never gone West of Oxford, 
Mississippi. However, my undergraduate mentor at North Carolina State University, 
the highly accomplished plant pathologist Larry Blanton, formerly of Texas Tech 
University, introduced me to his social network of quite frankly, amazing Texans. I 
would like to thank Cal and Melanie Barnes, Julie S.  Isom, Celeste Yoshinobu, 
Andy Wilkinson, and many other kind members of the Texas Tech Community, go 
Red Raiders! I will be a fan of the Red Raiders not because Texas Tech funded any 
travel, but people who are associated with Lubbock are so damn kind.

In 2019, I was able to return with Laura, convincing her to ride all the way from 
Tennessee without air conditioning. Both Dr. Smith and I would like to thank Lewis 
Held of the biology department. After a random run in, where we gave us “Karma 
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Dollars” to honor our recent engagement, we count him as an awesome friend! Held 
was encouraging of both book projects.

With the most enjoyable of projects, often historians come to these projects by 
complete accident. I had developed a conference paper for the Geological Society 
of America meeting in Indianapolis from the remnants of the personal papers of the 
geologist Augusta Hasslock-Kemp that were held in Tennessee. I thought it would 
be my one foray into the history of geology, but a publisher from Springer per-
suaded me to publish a book on the geologist. I took an amazing trip to Lubbock, 
Texas, and performed research at the Southwestern Collection. There I found a fas-
cinating newspaper article profiling Kemp and other female geologists working in 
the oil fields of America during World War II. As a naive, and passionate (tenure 
track) researcher, I thought I could simply will the book into existence, as I was 
confident biographical information about these women had to be out there. I got my 
contract and I was off to the races. I anticipated multiple trips to Texas from 
Tennessee and that the book would practically write itself. I could not have been 
more incorrect, but in the best of ways. The COVID pandemic happened and 
changed the United States in ways that I could not have anticipated, and forced me 
to re-think through a research project using new to me resources. Newspapers 
became my lifeline, as well as digitized books. However, the meaning of all of it 
was unclear, and I wondered how was I ever to finish what felt was a monumental 
two hundred and fifty pages. I wrote an occasional chapter here and there, but could 
never get any momentum going toward fully completing the book.

I looked for ways to be re-energized about the project, as the pandemic and 
online teaching proved to be challenging. Laura Smith and I’s daughter, Millie, also 
started online kindergarten during the pandemic. Online kindergarten challenged 
our abilities as teachers at work on our own classes but also making sure Millie had 
enough support for school. I sat beside her each morning at Laura’s great grand-
mother’s dining room table and tried to make sense of the research project, sitting 
in so many pieces, much like a quilt, and looking for an assembling and a coherent 
strategy for completion. But mostly I simply started reading newspapers and seeing 
what caught my eye. I also simply prayed that I would be led, in a great leap of faith, 
to a coherent and interesting story. Sometimes you simply have to read through 
newspapers, hope, and write. Eventually, the narrative appeared.

Hope was supplied for this project from the confidence that came from the pub-
lication of my first book with Springer, Early Nineteenth Century Chemistry and the 
Analysis of Urinary Stones. The publication of a book about urinary stones was a 
long and challenging process, where many academic publishers at University 
presses never saw the market for the book. A lot of rejections and near publications 
eventually gave way to a yes, and I felt that I could do anything after that book came 
out on July 14, 2023. Laura Smith would not let me give up on that book, as she and 
Kent Dollar talked me in to continuing to try and find a publisher for the book. 
When the first book came out, she implied that I could now focus and finish the 
second book: she was correct and I greatly underestimated my determination, stub-
bornness, and abilities of a historian. I was able to report to her throughout the sum-
mer all the progress I was making by simply going into my office a couple of days 
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a week throughout the summer and the book simply wrote itself. I am lucky that 
Laura Smith believes in me all the times I do not, and I hope to have two people 
(including myself) supporting my next book project.1 Anything is possible with love.

Cookeville, TN, USA� E. Allen Driggers
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Chapter 1
Imagination and History: Glamour 
and Geology

1.1 � The Glamour of Geology

Women geologists were portrayed as glamourous during World War II and after, 
though the notion of glamour changed over time. The job more or less made women 
locally famous but put a lot of pressure on them to conform to societal standards and 
expectations. Women were portrayed as stylish, glamourous, heroic, intelligent, but 
humble and grounded. The female geologist was portrayed as adventurous and 
romantic. Women geologists were praised for their good looks and movie star style, 
and their experiences working in the petroleum field were promoted in newspapers 
that circulated around the United States. The acknowledgement that there were not 
many female geologists working in fields like petroleum exploration became 
attached to narratives about these working women. But there was a message of 
opportunity for women to enter this exciting field and to be exceptional. The door to 
access education and jobs in petroleum geology seemed to be open to any woman, 
as advertised in print media like newspapers. Though in actuality, these doors were 
only open to certain groups of women and often excluded African American work-
ing women (Morris 2021). The oil industry, in the twentieth century, advertised that 
there were not only opportunities for working female geologists but women who 
could advertise, translate articles in foreign languages, write promotional stories 
about the oil industry for the newspaper, and work in supporting roles like childcare 
and oil transportation (Ponton 2019).

Petroleum geology was a dirty job. But newspapers advertised the practical 
glamour in the everyday workings of women in geology and petroleum. Both the 
industry and sometimes the women themselves fueled and created the image and 
narrative of a woman working in the glamourous field of petroleum. However, 
women’s experiences working in geology and the petroleum field were not perfect 
and not as romantic as portrayed in newspaper ink. Women had to adhere to a 

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-031-64525-9_1&domain=pdf
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hyper-feminized image of women working in petroleum and geology to justify their 
place in their jobs and science (Meyer 1996; Honey 1984; Williams 2021).

Newspapers continually ran stories from the late nineteenth century into the 
1980s about the daring and hyper-feminized working woman geologist. They were 
often portrayed as above-average woman, doing amazing work in a mostly male-
dominated field. These women were portrayed and described by the standards of 
physical beauty at the time, and some even appeared in the pages of men’s maga-
zines of the 1970s, like Playboy (Pitzulo 2011; Dyhouse 2010). Scholars of the 
postwar period noted in similar studies that women had pressure to adhere to the 
feminization of jobs that became open to women as the need for labor increased 
during World War II (Milkman 1987; Meyerowitz 1994). In this study, I argue that 
women also felt pressure to be portrayed in these glamourized terms and hyper-
feminized language to advance and increase their participation in petroleum geol-
ogy, roughly from the Victorian era to the 1980s (Gorham 1982; Stone and 
Sanders 2021).

The pressures that these women experienced must have been extreme and unique 
from those of their male counterparts. Women in geology, who appeared in newspa-
pers, seem to not overtly fight against the image portrayed in the press until the 
1970s. The outside social changes and larger social movements likely inspired some 
women to fight against the imagined image of the female geologist working in 
petroleum (Cobble 2015). There was evidence that women pushed back, including 
objecting to imposed clothing and fashion expectations at work or trying rewrite the 
image of the female geologist, such as in the case of Kathryn Sullivan, an astronaut 
in the NASA space shuttle program (Foster 2011). During the second women’s 
rights movement in the 1970s, women tried to assert themselves into the imagina-
tion of what a female geologist would be perceived by the public and tried to have 
more agency and input into what the image of the female geologist would be from 
the 1970s onward.

I argue that aspects of the romantic image of the female petroleum geologist 
remained in perceptions of the Oil Woman and in toys for young women, such as 
Barbie, well into modern memory. Women now have much more control over the 
image of the female scientist and far more availability to advocate and craft their 
own trajectories in science, but aspects of romantic images and ideas are still evoked 
in narratives that focus on the “trailblazing” female scientist and in the female sci-
entists that were fighting against the inherent sexism, classism, racism, and other 
inequities of science. Often, narratives forget the everyday woman working in sci-
ence who goes to work every day or does not consider herself a radical fighting 
against the larger patriarchal system or resists the system in more subtle ways. Who 
will tell those stories?

The challenge of a lot of histories written about women is that, though they 
explain a lot of bravery and struggle of women in science, there are too few biogra-
phies of average, working women in science. Women fighting inequality in science 
are important and should be taught in classrooms at all levels, but it needs to be 
balanced with the stories of everyday women who made their mark, even though 
those writings might not exist or be preserved in anthologies of women’s lives, such 
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as on Wikipedia or in print. The narratives of women who found themselves con-
fused or ambivalent about the larger social changes going on in society or science 
also matter as they flesh out the total female experience in geology. Acknowledging 
the difficulties of women’s lives in science at all levels shows the sufferings of 
inequalities. These narratives are also important in exploring and witnessing strug-
gle, and they are important in historicizing science.

If people perceive women who study science as always having to be exceptional, 
the pressure to excel might be a deterrent in and of itself. The pressures to be first or 
the most exceptional have been examined by psychologists and found to be detrimen-
tal to the undergraduate experience (Ebony 2020; Arredondo et al. 2022). Men who 
enter science, or even history, lack the pressures to make lasting and forever contribu-
tions to their field and have the freedom to write books that will likely not win awards 
or gather great acclaim (Stewart-Williams et al. 2021). I include myself as I strive to 
write books to be the best that I can, but I am not under the pressure of writing a 
National Book Award-winning book. I am free to make my career in any way that I 
please, and I think writing more histories of everyday working women in science and 
the humanities would be helpful to women aspiring to pursue higher education in all 
its forms (Driggers 2023). I would argue that everyday exceptionalism, or women 
who were working and free to pursue their own interests and their own research ques-
tions, would encourage more equity in the sciences, in addition to salary increases, 
better access to facilities and programs, as well as better representation.

This book, in many ways, is an exploration of women the reader is likely not 
familiar with but who were considered newsworthy in their own times. Newspapers 
make up a lot of the resources that tell the narrative of the book because they illus-
trate the imagination and glamourous images of women in geology, often involved 
with the petroleum industry. Newspapers were consumed by many different parts of 
American, Canadian, and British society, though this study focuses mostly on the 
United States (Wallace 2005). The common consumption of newspapers by many 
people in the past gives historians a pulse of intellectual and popular ideas very 
similar to social media platforms of today. Newspapers also included images and 
pictures, which give readers insight into the literal image of the working woman 
geologist from the Victorian period until the 1980s (Brenned and Hardt 1999).

“Glamourizing” the female scientist was not unique to the geosciences or the oil 
industry, but the synergy between the two fit war ends, nationalism, and the ends of 
some female scientists. In another field, such as physics, the newspaper became a 
vehicle for the promotion of women in science as a triumph against Cold War 
Russian forces (Kitch 2001). The Painesville Telegraph, published in Painesville, 
Ohio, published Personality Portraits, which profiled the life of Dr. Mabel Wilson, 
who was a professional chemist and researcher. Like many of the female geologists 
profiled in this book, especially those during the middle part of the twentieth cen-
tury, Dr. Wilson was described as a high-achieving scientist, as well as a physically 
attractive woman:

Part of the important team of research chemists in Research and Development 
Laboratory of the Diamond Alkali Co is Dr. Mabel Wilson of 63 Chestnut St. In 
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charge of the instrumental laboratory, she holds a responsible position and is well-
known in her field as a capable scientist (Painesville Telegraph 1950).

The article then described her physical appearance, “When the tall brunette 
walked into the Diamond Research Building, December 1938, she was the first 
woman chemist employed by the Diamond Alkali.” (Painesville Telegraph 1950). 
Ultimately, she was accepted because she transcended the skepticism of her male 
colleagues, according to the article, because of her strong will:

The reception from the masculine chemists was strictly formal and distant but 
after she proved her outstanding ability, she was readily accepted as a scientist and 
not merely as a woman (Painesville Telegraph 1950).

In the same manner as the female geologists profiled during the war, her hobbies, 
as well as her characteristics as a mother, are also profiled in the write-up of her 
work, “Striving to further knowledge in chemistry, Mrs. Wilson, the mother of two 
youngsters picked up her books and returned to Michigan State College where a 
dream of the past final came true.” (Painesville Telegraph 1950). She was into knit-
ting as well, “Away from the laboratory and in her home, Mrs. Wilson enjoys knit-
ting and has made very known color combination of argyle socks for her son, Jack, 
19. Television doesn’t interfere with her knitting at all, she claims. She watches a 
program knits along as nicely as you please. Another favorite past-time of the lady 
chemist is gardening.” (Painesville Telegraph 1950). The article ended with an 
emphasis on her real and lasting contributions to the world as a chemist, “Dr. Wilson 
might not have the income a medical doctor as she would have liked to have been 
but she and her fellow research workers are making contributions daily to help 
humanity and make life easier, healthier, and safer” (Fig. 1.1).1

Though this profile is similar to many of the geologists that will be discussed in 
this book, it does not strive for the heroic or pin-up glamour that newspaper profiles 
will emphasize in the 1930s until the women’s liberation movement in the 1970s. 
The profiles of female scientists, especially those of female geologists, are at the 
intersection of women entering the scientific field professionally while having to 
navigate the standards of beauty and cultural expectations of womanhood 
(Cogan 1989).

An old argument, but a good and important one, is that woman in twentieth-
century society were forced to master the technical and professional while being 
perfectly put together and perfectly made up. Most anyone would admit that those 
standards are still at play today. Female geologists during the early to mid-twentieth 
century were forced to be both the perfect scientist and the perfect homemaker. 
Figure 1.2 is a cartoon reminder for career women who need to maintain high stan-
dards of beauty and the household while still working and succeeding at a career. As 
my advisor Ann Johnson always emphasized, scientists both worked and lived in 
society and culture (Johnson 2009). This study shows how female scientists are 
affected by the culture they live in but also, in some cases, use those cultural values 
to fight for their place in petroleum geology (Dear 1995).

1 This was transcribed as best as possible, as the print was faded.
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Fig. 1.1  Wilson working 
in her laboratory 
(Painesville Telegraph 
1950)

This study is not comprehensive, unlike Robbie Gries or other scholars, because 
I wanted to give the reader a thematic discussion of the role of women in both the 
culture of science and the overall culture they lived in (Gries 2017). Because of the 
proliferation of the Internet, social media, and more electronic-based portrayals of 
women geologists, this book could span thousands of pages. This book seeks to tell 
the first half of that story: the origins of the glamour narrative and its practice 
through the wars and into the end of the twentieth century. I hope that this book 
continues to open up more avenues for other scholars to pursue female scientists in 
social media into the present day. More books will likely be needed by other schol-
ars to historicize the transitions of the new images of the working female petroleum 
geologist and the complex story of those individuals who identify as women. I also 
wanted this study to be useful for undergraduate history and science classes, as well 
as engaging for scientists, while being a manageable length. The book likely leaves 
out stakeholders and is not a comprehensive study, nor is it truly possible to write 
histories that are so comprehensive that they tell the whole story. Book-length his-
tories are an attempt to tell an aspect of the story, and I would encourage curious 
readers to examine many of the other studies named in this book or write their own. 

1.1  The Glamour of Geology



6

Fig. 1.2  The Pressure of 
Beauty for Women 
(McLeod 1940)

There simply cannot be enough of these books, as there are a multitude of stories 
out there. Other historians avoid scientific topics at their own peril and stick their 
heads in the sand. Historians need to write for historians but also for STEM audi-
ences, as STEM audiences value history.

1.2 � Newspapers and the Idea of “Glamour and Geology”

Many newspaper articles and narratives from the 1940s to the 1970s promoted the 
exciting image of the female geologist working in the field, often with a pickaxe, 
microscope, or rugged pair of dungarees. Women experienced many periods of tran-
sition. These transitions were captured in the pages of newspapers, periodicals, and 
scientific literature as women became an increasingly important part of the petro-
leum industry and geology in the United States. Portrayals of women in newspapers 
and especially trade periodicals made them larger-than-life figures and almost tran-
scendent, but slowly women began to add accounts of sexual harassment, discrimi-
nation, and exclusion from science and industry. They had a type of superhero 
image portrayed to readers of newspapers and trade presses in the oil industry, and 
those heroes eventually added their own narratives, though the typecasting must 
have been exhausting, as women found themselves subject to expectations of the oil 
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industry and larger society—to be beautifully dressed and simultaneously possess 
technical expertise in the field or geological laboratory.

The idea of what I will call the “oil woman,” was a product of many different 
groups and stakeholders, including female geologists, the petroleum industry, the 
United States Armed Forces, and journalists. The concept of the oil woman remains 
as the literal title of a trade publication that features women working in the petro-
leum industry and is currently being published today. Major newspapers promoted 
the ideas of the glamourous, intelligent, and feminine geologist at work in the oil 
industry, and aspects of those ideas remain in the culture of science and the oil 
industry today.

Newspapers promoted women like June King, who they described as a “pin-up” 
and discussed her confidence, with her quotations reflecting her attitude about being 
a woman in a profession dominated by men: “A woman can do everything in geol-
ogy that a man can do[.]” (The American Weekly 1945). King’s likeness included in 
the article was in the pin-up style of photography of the time; see Fig. 1.3 (West 
2020). She was portrayed as a “pin-up,” and this portrayal reflected larger ideas 
about the roles and places of women in society, as female geologists and women 
who worked in the petroleum industry were affected by cultural, social, technologi-
cal, and political changes occurring in the United States (Hegarty 2008).

Historically, I will argue that the concept of the oil woman had a type of duality 
that enshrined itself in the American mind, or imagination, during World War II. The 
woman working in oil prior to World War II was a woman moving into geological 
work because of wartime necessity but also drawing on skills that were deemed 
appropriately female, as geology was an educational subject that woman “of accom-
plishment” studied prior to the twentieth century, in addition to languages, mathe-
matics, history, and other sciences. Geology was something that was popular and 
deemed feminine.

Kristine Larsen wrote in her study of women in the nineteenth century that 
women “…contribute[d] to the scientific endeavor[s] during this [nineteenth] cen-
tury, in meaningful, if not less visible ways. Women were about to carve out well-
defined niches for themselves, especially in the biological rather than physical 
sciences.” (Larsen 2017). Larsen pointed out that there were many women who 
participated in botany, to the extent that it became a “feminized science.” Female 
botanists received a lot of pushback when men tried to professionalize the field, as 
women were major contributors to the field as writers and collectors. Most of the 
middle-class gardens of pleasure and educational opportunities were open and cul-
tivated by women. In fact, many science books in the nineteenth century, such as 
those written by Jane Marcet, were aimed at both women and children (Bahar 2001; 
Pandora 2009). Like botany, geology was accessible to women, according to Larsen, 
because it drew on the drawing skills women cultivated in their education and 
botanical pursuits. Field trips made for proper activity for women, as they served as 
a companion for a father, brother, or husband. Changes in fashion allowed women 
more opportunities and ease for participating in fieldwork, such as the advent of the 
“divided skirt or bloomer” (Larsen 2017: 18–19). Gathering rocks, even fossils, was 
seen as non-strenuous and acceptable amusement. Some middle-class women like 
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