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THE LONG
GOODBYE

After 69 years, Brea Canon Ol
manager calls it a career at age 92

By Jeff Rowe
The Orange County Register

nie Johnson observes, but

it’s time now to turn over
the power levers to a younger
man.

In what must be one of the
longest careers in the history of
work, Johnson retired Wednes-
day after 69 years with the Brea
Canon 0il Co., one of the last
vestiges of the county’s oil-pro-
ducing heritage. “‘Canon” is
Spanish for *“‘canyon."

Johnson will turn 93 in Au-
gust. His career at Brea Canon
Ol has paralleled the county’s
evolution from a farming and oil
Icrnu-r 10 a sprawling metropo-
IS

Brea Canon was founded in
1899, the year Johnson was born
in Arkansas. Johnson's family
migrated west when he was 17,
and he found work picking lem-
ons while his dad went to work
in the oil fields.

Johnson was intrigued by the
“awl bidness" approached
Brea Canon in 1923 hoping for a
tempal ob as & roustabout,
or oil-field laborer, His appeal,

I t's been a good career, Er-

“Well, a fella has to eat.”

Johnson got the “temporary""

job and starting pay of $5.75 a
day.

Doing every job at the compa-
ny over the years, he weaved
his way up to vice president and
general manager of the Brea op-
erations in 1950, a position he
has held ever since.

But why did Johnson, who de-

scribes himself as *just an ordi:
nary persen,” keep warking so
long?

*1 enjoy working," he said
with a shrug.

Johnson actually had figured
he would retire about 20 years
ago, but the company's new
owner, Albert Levinson, asked
him to stav and run the compa

ny. Levinson, who died a few
months ago at age 78, built a house
on company property for Johnson,
reasoning that someone needed to
be near the property in case of an
emergency.

The Brea field uces about
600 barrels of oil a day, well off the
1,200 barrels a day it produced in
the 1950s, when production peaked.
All the wells are on pumps, which
typically are placed on older wells
when the natural pressure no long-
er is sufficient to push out the re-
maining oil.
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Louis Lae, 68, is the new Brea Canon Oil general manager.

From the veranda of Brea Canon
0il Co.’s crumbling, 71-year-old of-
fice, a visitor can survey the piles
of pipe, machinery, weathered
toolsheds and hills dotted with
company derricks. It is as much a
museum to the county’s past as it is
a working company.

Once, there were so many oil
derricks and so few people to buy
oil that Johnson recalls that a rival
oil company in Santa Fe Springs
closed its wells in the 1920s.

Things are different today.

Striding among the pumps and
derricks at the 119-acre Brea Can
yon site, Brea Canon's new general
manager, Louis Lae, wonders how
much longer it will be before
houses invade the canyons and
push out the oil pumps

““The land is getting more valu-
able than the oil,” he said. Brea
crude currently fetches about §13 a
barrel

And from the back yard of John-
son's house, the crush of houses,
condominiums, stores and offices

{| seems to be advancing on the can-
yon.

Lae, the “'younger man" John-
son referred to, will turn 69 in Sep-
tember. He jokes that he has been
waiting 20 years for Johnson to re-
tire, “but he just kept going.”

Two brothers probably don’t
know each other as well as Lae and
Johnson, who have worked togeth-
er 47 years.

“He could snap figures out of his
head before you could even reach
for a pencil,” Lae said Wednesday,
his first day in command of the
nine employees at the Brea Canyon
site. The company has other fields
in Carson, Harbor City and Ingle-
wood

Whatever a person nearly 93 is
supposed to look or act like, John-
son doesn’t.

Blessed with good health, he did
wrestle with cancer “in his lower
gut” a few years ago. However, he
recalls that the physician sent him
home a few days after surgery with
this observation, *You're an un-
usual character.”

Friends and colleagues at the
company will honor Johnson with a
dinner tonight at Knott's Berry

Farm n Buena Park, after which
Johnson will get up and ruminate
on the oil industry’s past and pre-
sent. Awash in imports and

chained by drilling restrictions do-
mestically, the US oil industry isn't
in good shape today, Johnson ob-
serves, But ioning down the

Last of the oil men
Canon Qil Co. longtimer will retire at age 93

By Jeff Rowe
Freedom News Service

It's been a good career, Ernje Johnson observes, but it’s time
now to turn over the power levers to a younger man.

In what must be one of the longest careers in the history of
work, Johnson retired Wednesday after 69 years with the Brea
Canon Oil Co., one of the last vestiges of the county’s oil-producing
heritage. “Canon” is Spanish for “canyon.”

Johnson will turn 93 in August. His career at Brea Canon Oil has
paralleled the county’s evolution from a farming and oil center to
a sprawling metropolis,

Brea Canon was founded in 1899, the year Johnson was born in
Arkansas. Johnson's family migrated west when he was 17, and he
found work pickinj lemons while his dad went to work in the oil
fields.

Johnson was intrigued by the “awl bidness’ and approached
Brea Canon in 1923 hoping for a temporary job as a roustabout, or
oil-field laborer. His appeal, “Well, a fella has to cat”

Johnson got the “temporary” job and starting pay of $5.75 a day.

Doing every job at the company over the years, he weaved his
way up to vice president and general manager of the Brea opera-
tions in 1950, a position he has held ever since.

But why did Johnson, who describes himself as “just an ordinary
person,” keep working so long?

“I enjoy working," he said with a shrug.

Johnson actually had figured he would retire about 20 years ago,
but the company’s new owner, Albert Levinson, asked him to stay
and run the company. Levinson, who died a few months ago at age
78, built a house on property for Joh ing that
someone needed ta be near the property in case of an emergency.

The Brea field produces about 600 barrels of oil a day, well off
the 1,200 barrels a day it produced in the 1950s, when production
peaked. All the wells are on pumps, which typically are placed on
older wells when the natural pressure no longer is suflicient to

the [ Brea Canon Oil Co.'s erumbling, 71-year-old
office, a visitor can survey the piles of pipe, machinery, weathered
Isheds and hills dotte company derricks. It is as much a

canyon to the company oil fiélds,
he said, “‘These have been

museum to the county’s past as it is a working company.

Once, there were so many oil derricks and so few people to buy
oil that Johnson recalls that a rival oil company in Santa Fe
Springs closed its wells in the 1920s.

Things are different today.

Striding among the pumps and derricks at the 119-acre Brea
Canyon site, Brea Canon'’s new general manager, Louis Lae, won-
ders how much longer it will be before houses invade the canyons
and push out the oil pumps.

“The land is getting more valuable than the oil,” he said. Brea
crude currently fetches about $13 a barrel.

And from the back yard of Johnson’s house, the crush of houses,
condominiums, stores and offices seems to be advancing on the
canyon.

Lae, the “younger man” Johnson referred to, will turn 69 in Sep-
tember. He jokes that he has been waiting 20 years for Johnson to
retire, “but he just kept going.”

‘Two brothers probably don't know each other as well as Lae and
Johnson, who have worked together 47 years.

“He could snap figures out of his head before you could even
reach for a pencil,” Lae said Wednesday, his first day in command
of the nine employees at the Brea Canyon site. The company has
other fields in Carson, Harbor City and Inglewood.

Whatever a person nearly 93 is supposed to look or act like,
Johnson doesn't

Blessed with good health, he did wrestle with cancer “in his I
lower gut” a few years ago. However, he recalls that the physician
sent him home a few days after surgery with this observation,
“You're an unusual character.”

Friends and colleagues at the company will honor Johnson with
a dinner tonight at Knott’s Berry Farm in Buena Park, after which
Johnson will get up and ruminate on the oil industry’s past and
present. Awash in imports and chained by drilling restrictions do-
mestically, the US oil industry isn't in good shape today, Johnson
observes. But motioning down the canyon to the company oil )
fields, he said, “These people have been very good to me.”
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Last of the oil men
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Canon Qil Co. longtimer will retire at age 93

By Jeff Rowe
Freedom News Service

It's been a good career, Ernie Johnson observes, but it's time
now to turn over the power levers to a younger man.

In what must be one of the longest careers in the history of
work, Johnson retired Wednesday after 69 years with the Brea
Canon 0il Co., one of the last vestiges of the county’s oil-producing
heritage. “Canon” is Spanish for “canyon.”

Johnson will turn 93 in August. His career at Brea Canon Oil has
paralleled the county’s evolution from a farming and oil center to
a sprawling metropolis.

Brea Canon was founded in 1899, the year Johnson was born in
Arkansas. Johnson'’s family migrated west when he was 17, and he
found work picking lemons while his dad went to work in the oil
fields.

Johnson was intrigued by the “awl bidness’ and approached
Brea Canon in 1923 hoping for a temporary job as a roustabout, or
oil-field laborer. His appeal, “Well, a fella has to eat.”

Johnson got the “temporary” job and starting pay of $5.75 a day.
Doing every job at the company over the years, he weaved his
way up to vice president and general manager of the Brea opera-

tions in 1950, a position he has held ever since.

But why did Johnson, who describes himself as “just an ordinary
person,” keep working so long?

“I enjoy working,” he said with a shrug.

Johnson actually had figured he would retire about 20 years ago,
but the company’s new owner, Albert Levinson, asked him to stay
and run the company. Levinson, who died a few months ago at age
78, built a house on company property for Johnson, reasoning that
someone needed to be near the property in case of an emergency.

The Brea field produces about 600 barrels of oil a day, well off
the 1,200 barrels a day it produced in the 1950s, when production
peaked. All the wells are on pumps, which typically are placed on
older wells when the natural pressure no longer is suflicient to
push out the remaining oil.

From the veranda of Brea Canon Oil Co.’s crumbling, 71-year-old
office, a visitor can survey the piles of pipe, machinery, weathered
toolsheds and hills dotted with company derricks. It is as much a

museum to the county’s past as it is a working company.

Once, there were so many oil derricks and so few people to buy
oil that Johnson recalls that a rival oil company in Santa Fe
Springs closed its wells in the 1920s.

Things are different today.

Striding among the pumps and derricks at the 119-acre Brea
Canyon site, Brea Canon’s new general manager, Louis Lae, won-
ders how much longer it will be before houses invade the canyons
and push out the oil pumps.

“The land is getting more valuable than the oil,” he said. Brea
crude currently fetches about $13 a barrel.

And from the back yard of Johnson’s house, the crush of houses,
condominiums, stores and offices seems to be advancing on the
canyon.

Lae, the “younger man” Johnson referred to, will turn 69 in Sep-
tember. He jokes that he has been waiting 20 years for Johnson to
retire, “but he just kept going.”

Two brothers probably don't know each other as well as Lae and
Johnson, who have worked together 47 years.

“He could snap figures out of his head before you could even
reach for a pencil,” Lae said Wednesday, his first day in command
of the nine employees at the Brea Canyon site. The company has
other fields in Carson, Harbor City and Inglewood.

Whatever a person nearly 93 is supposed to look or act like,
Johnson doesn't

Blessed with good health, he did wrestle with cancer “in his
lower gut” a few years ago. However, he recalls that the physician
sent him home a few days after surgery with this observation,
“You're an unusual character.”

Friends and colleagues at the company will honor Johnson with
a dinner tonight at Knott's Berry Farm in Buena Park, after which
Johnson will get up and ruminate on the oil industry’s past and
present. Awash in imports and chained by drilling restrictions do-
mestically, the US oil industry isn't in good shape today, Johnson
observes. But motioning down the canyon to the company oil
fields, he said, “These people have been very good to me.”
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BREA CANYON NO. 1 — Still in production,
Brea Canyon Oil Company's first well was drilled
in 1899. The old derrick has long since been re-
moved. but the well still faithfully produces about
a barrel a day after 64 years. Also produced with
2 jack line, the old fashioned method can still be
observed at the location east of the highway in a

small box canyon.
(News Tribune Photos)

) Was.

.
oA

N\
T

ray
A~

r

N Sk g 130 - ”
Mo s, s el ik p3 P

FIRST WELL — The oldest oil well in Orange
County was drilled in 1896 on the old CCMO
lease in Olinda. Shown above, it is still producing
about a barrel of oil a day and has produced a
total of 96,053 barrels since it was drilled. The
derrick shown as it is today is the original and
one of the few remaining wooden derricks in this
area. It housed the old primitive cable tool drilling
equipment. Note the jack line which pumps the
well from a central pumping plan.




