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The 

Bakken 
Beckons
Lured by high-paying jobs, cowboys are taking to 
the oilfields, creating a shortage of labor on ranches 
already strained by the Bakken oil boom.
By RyAN T. BELL
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Chad Denowh rides 
flank on a herd of 
pairs. With 19 wells 
drilled on Gartner-
Denowh Angus 
Ranch, maneuvering 
cattle around oilfield 
infrastructure is part 
of everyday life.
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A seA of grAss—that’s how 
pioneering cattlemen described the 
Northern Plains, where wind gusts 
buffeted rangelands into undulating 
waves. Riding through swells of 
stirrup-high grass, a cowboy could feel 
the vertigo of a sailor adrift at sea.

Geologically speaking, the aquatic 
metaphor wasn’t far from the truth. 
Ten-thousand feet below the prairies 
lay the remains of a prehistoric ocean, 
dating back to a time when the region 
was submerged beneath an inland sea 
that teemed with marine life. Over 
eons, the organisms decomposed and 
their carbon fused with sedimentary 
rock to create the oil-rich Bakken 
Formation.

On a map, the Bakken is an 
amoeba-shaped region spanning three 
U.S. states (Montana, and North and 
South Dakota) and two Canadian 
provinces (Saskatchewan and 
Manitoba). Commercial development 
dates to the 1930s, when companies 
started prospecting in North Dakota. 
But, lacking modern technology, 
initial drilling attempts came up dry.

The Bakken isn’t a liquid reservoir, 
but a layer of stratified rock that one 
geologist compared to a stack of Oreo 
cookies. With the advent of fracking 
and horizontal drilling, oil extraction 
became possible. Almost overnight, 
agricultural communities like 
Dickinson, North Dakota, and Sidney, 
Montana, became boomtowns. 
Between 2005 and 2011, the worth of 
North Dakota’s oil industry grew from 
$4.4 to $30.4 billion, ranking second 
behind Texas. And with an estimated 
7.4 billion barrels of oil still to be 
recovered, the boom doesn’t appear to 
be slowing anytime soon.

The Bakken oilfield has impacted 
the northern prairies in myriad ways. 

On the upside, an infusion of money 
has reinvigorated local economies, 
providing lucrative opportunities for 
some ranchers and cowboys, while 
helping America toward energy 
independence. On the downside, oil 
development has encroached on 
rangeland, impacting livestock health 
and forcing some unwilling ranchers 
to open their gates to drilling. 

Perhaps the most surprising result is 
that high-paying oilfield jobs have lured 
many cowboys out of their saddles, 
creating a shortage of ranch labor.

horseBack hiaTus
On the approach into Dickinson, 
dozens of billboards line I-90, spaced 
out as evenly as slats on a window 
shutter. Before even reaching town, the 
advertisements notify newcomers 
about the oil companies that are hiring, 
“man camps” with trailers for rent and 
cafeterias where they can buy a meal.

Montana cowboy Paul Woods 
ranks among those who’ve arrived in 

Dickinson, seduced by the Bakken’s 
siren song. He’s a vaquero-style 
horseman known for his prowess 
with a reata, qualified to hire on at 
most any ranch. During a 30-year 
career, Woods has ridden on such 
top-shelf outfits as the Padlock and 
CA Ranch. He was even hired to 
teach roping clinics in Europe, 
alongside his hometown friend Buck 
Brannaman. But the promise of 
oilfield wages convinced Woods to 
take a cowboy sabbatical and instead 
jockey an oil truck.

On average, Woods works 14-hour 
days, logging 200 miles as he hauls oil 
between wells in the oilfield and a 
collection station on the outskirts of 
town. It isn’t glamorous work, but it’s 
a paycheck—and a good one. Senior 
tankers make $700 a day. Woods 
hasn’t climbed the ladder that far, but 
after two years in the field, he is better 
than halfway up the rungs. 

Cowboys, he says, are uniquely 
adept at oilfield work. The job entails BA
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a mixture of self-reliance, mechanical 
aptitude, and an ability to endure long 
hours with minimal human contact. Of 
course, a saddle horse would make 
better company than a Peterbilt, but 
Woods keeps his sanity by connecting 
with ranch friends through Facebook. 
His updates provide a look at a 
cowboy’s life in the oil patch. 

During a January blizzard, he wrote:
I hate snow drifts + big trucks full  

of oil.
After a close call in April, he wrote:
I’d like to give a firm and congratula-

tory handshake to my guardian angel. 
You’re doing a good job fella. Keep it up.

With a schedule of several weeks on, 
then a week off, Woods’ oilfield job still 
affords him time to saddle up. He 
attends brandings back home in 
Montana, and day-rides for Dakota 
ranchers with whom he’s made 
inroads, like the Grubbing Hoe Ranch 
and Bar X Ranch. Come winter, he 
escapes the north’s bone-chilling 
weather by traveling to Santa Ynez, 

California, where he announces at the 
Early Californios Skills of the Rancho 
competition.

What motivates Woods, he says, is 
the opportunity to experience an 
industry and way of life he’d otherwise 
know nothing about. That, and the 
paycheck. The cowboy life doesn’t 
offer many financial windfalls other 
than the occasional poker or rodeo 
jackpot. The Bakken affords him the 
chance to become debt-free and to 
put away savings that he hopes to 
parlay into a ranching venture of his 
own someday. He feels the sacrifice of 
driving an oil truck will be worth it, so 
long as the wheels are pointed at a 
cowboy horizon.

a DearTh of cowBoys
An entry-level oilfield job can start at 
$30 an hour, and an experienced rig 
worker can make up to $120,000 a year. 
With those wages, it’s not surprising 
that North Dakota boasts the lowest 
unemployment rate in the country. 
And forecasters predict 30,000 new 
jobs in the years to come, meaning the 
hiring boom won’t end anytime soon.

“Most of the good cowboys are 
working in the oilfield,” says Chad 
Denowh, of Gartner-Denowh Angus 
Ranch in Sidney, Montana. “I can see 
how guys are tempted. There’s a lot 
more money in it than ranching.”

It doesn’t take long for an oil 
company to promote a hardworking 
cowboy up the ranks. Denowh’s 
brother Chase is a good example. 
When he left the ranch to work in the 
oilfield, he started out as a “worm” (an 
entry-level position).

“They realized Chase has half a brain 
and can operate a computer,” Denowh 
says. “So they moved him up the chain 

and now he makes real good money.”
The loss of a working member of the 

family meant the Denowhs needed to 
hire a full-time cowboy. Denowh says 
they didn’t dare advertise a job in the 
newspapers or on the Internet. 
Help-wanted ads tend to attract 
oilfield castoffs. In 2012, two such 
derelicts kidnapped and murdered a 
schoolteacher in Sidney. Instead, they 
relied on ranching word-of-mouth.

The Denowhs felt lucky to have 
hired Cory Smith. The cowboy had 
lived in Sidney during the 1980s, 
where his dad worked in the oil 
business. He’d gone to high school 
with some of the Denowh brothers, 
and even worked on the ranch during 
a summer break. But after graduation, 
Smith had moved to Michigan to take 
a job in the plastics industry. That 
career gave him a distaste for bureau-
cracy and company politics.

“I have no desire to work in oil,” 
Smith says. “I know what my father 
went through, and besides, I jumped 
through enough hoops in Michigan.”

Smith heard about the Denowhs’ job 
opening through his sister, who had 
married Paul Denowh. He leapt at the 
chance to return to cowboy work. 
Three years later, Smith is still glad for 
the career change, no matter the size 
of the paycheck. 

But cowboys like Cory Smith are an 
exception, not the rule. 

“There’s a real shortage of help,” says 
Eric Hansen, whose company, Hansen 
Agri-Placement, monitors the agricul-
tural job market. “Ranchers and 
farmers are all saying the same thing: 
They’ve lost their employees and they 
cannot compete with the oil industry.”

Hansen Agri-Placement has helped 
ranchers across America find qualified 
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workers since the company’s 
founding in 1959. Recently, they’ve 
seen a 50 percent increase in 
Montana and North Dakota, as 
ranchers look to hire from outside the 
Bakken region. The task is proving 
harder than usual. Normally, Hansen 
can place a candidate on a ranch in a 
matter of weeks. For requests in the 
Bakken, the timeframe ranges from 
45 to 60 days. In one extreme case, a 
help-wanted listing for a ranch near 
Sidney was posted for four months. 

Hansen says that access to 
affordable housing is a big challenge.

“It’s expensive to rent a house in 
that region,” he explains. “Ranchers 
look at bringing in a modular home 
and find out that modulars are hard 
to come by because they’re on 
backorder.”

Salary is another sticking point. On 
that count, cowboys stand to benefit.

“To compete for better employees, 
they’re raising wages higher than 

they’ve ever been,” Hansen says. 
“Back in the early ’80s, ranchers were 
paying $18,000 a year, plus housing 
and benefits. Now, we’re seeing 
incomes for good ranch employees 
that are $35,000, starting out.”

The phenomenon of increased 
ranch wages, Hansen says, is a 
unique characteristic of the Bakken 
boom. In southern oil states—Texas, 

Oklahoma and New Mexico—ranch-
ers can replace lost cowboys with 
inexpensive Latino laborers. That 
option is not available in the north.

Still, there’s a large discrepancy 
between a $35,000 ranch salary and a 
six-figure job in the oilfield. What makes 
a cowboy willing to sell himself short?

“It all comes down to passion,” 
Hansen says. “Ranch work is in their 

blood. If it wasn’t, they’d already be 
doing something different.”

fracTureD LanD
Despite the cowboy shortage, the 
biggest factor determining how 
ranchers fare in the Bakken boom is 
whether or not they own their 
properties’ mineral rights. Those who 
do can negotiate lucrative leases with 
oil companies. Those who do not have 
no legal recourse when oil companies 
show up to drill on their ranches. The 
Denowhs are an example of the latter.

“Everybody assumes that we’re 
making a ton of money because we 
have property in Sidney,” Denowh 
says. “But the mineral rights are split a 
million different ways. We just get the 
headache.”

The Denowhs have operated as a 
Black Angus seedstock producer since 
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Melvin Leland (above) stands next to 
an oil well drilled on the Little Missouri 
national Grasslands. As a grazing client on 
the grasslands, he’s concerned about the 
number of acres covered in scorrio red rock 
to build roads and well pads. With the lure 
of the Bakken oilfields all around him, todd 
Leland (left) prefers to focus on continuing 
his family’s ranching legacy.



the 1950s. Unfortunately, their ranch’s 
mineral rights are owned by a corpora-
tion. They are legally obligated to grant 
access to whichever oil company pays 
that corporation for the right to drill 
on their property.

“They send you a certified letter in 
the mail that tells you they’re going to 
drill a well,” he says. “Doesn’t matter if 
you contact them back; they show up 
and drill. You just about need to have a 
lawyer on speed-dial to deal with them.”

Such was the case when a legal battle 
erupted between the Denowhs and 
XTO Energy, Inc., a subsidiary of Exxon. 
XTO sent the compulsory certified 
letter, then, without so much as 
consulting with the 
Denowhs about location, 
drilled a well and covered 
a six-acre “pad” with 
crushed gravel.

“It overlooks the most 
scenic part of the ranch,” 
Denowh says. “It’s not 
that we want to develop a 
golf course or condomini-
ums, but the well sure 
hurts the property value.”

Prospecting for oil is 
not a democratic 
process. One property 
will be ripe for drilling, 
while the next ranch 
over isn’t. Melvin Leland 
runs a century-old ranch 
on the Montana-North 
Dakota border, which 
was homesteaded by his 
father in 1911. The 
Lelands own their 
mineral rights, which 
they lease to an 
oil company.

“In two out of three 
cases, the oil company 
comes in and never does 
anything,” Melvin Leland says.

So far, drilling has been unsuccess-
ful. But when and if they do strike oil, 
the Lelands stand to make a large 
royalty check.

In addition to oil development on 
their deeded land, the Lelands’ rights 
coexist with drilling on public lands. 
They summer-pasture cattle on the 
Little Missouri National Grasslands, 
where a large point of contention is the 
network of oil roads that crisscross 
their pasture lease.

“Roads take a lot of grass out of 
production,” Leland says. “We pay for 
the grazing rights, but get no adjust-
ment when the grass is reduced 
because they built a road or a well site.”

The roads also pose a health risk to 
livestock. Trucks kick up dust clouds, the 
particles of which settle in the lungs of 
cattle and horses, causing dust pneumo-
nia. The dirt also settles on the grass, 
making it unpalatable to graze and 
hampering weight gain. And because the 
roads are open range, the Lelands’ cattle 
risk being struck by oilfield vehicles that 
travel the pasture daily. 

The Denowhs had exactly that 
happen to one of their registered Black 

Angus cows. The oil company had 
brought a fleet of trucks onto their 
ranch to frack a well. Afterward, the 
Denowhs found a dead cow along the 
side of an oil road.

“The sheriff confirmed that she was 
probably hit by a truck,” Chad says. 

“The oil company built the road, and 
they’re the only ones besides us with 
the combination to the lock. But they 
refused to pay damages, saying that we 
couldn’t prove it was their truck that 
hit the cow.”

Elsewhere in the Bakken, cattle have 
died from inhaling or ingesting fly ash, 
a caustic compound used to solidify 
waste that comes up in the drilling 
process. Air quality tests have detected 
high levels of drilling- and fracking-
related chemicals known to cause 
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“Most of the 
good cowboys 
are working in 

the oilfield. i can 
see how guys 
are tempted. 
There’s a lot 

more money in it 
than ranching.” 

 —Chad Denowh

Paul Woods connects a transfer hose to 
fill his tanker truck with Bakken oil. every 
day, Woods services this well, plus two 
others, shuttling the oil back to Dickinson, 
some 50 miles away.



16 JANuARy 2014WESTERN HORSEMAN

cancer, birth defects and organ 
damage. In North Dakota alone, oil 
companies reported some 1,000 
accidental releases of oil, wastewater 
and other fluids during the year 2011. 
And this fall, a ruptured pipeline 
spewed 20,000 barrels of oil across a 
farmer’s land.

Paying iT forwarD
Many consider the economic windfall 
of the Bakken oil boom a once-in-a-
lifetime opportunity. Land is resilient, 
and with proper reclamation the 
rangeland will recover from the oil 
boom with minimal scarring. But the 
future of rural communities will 
depend on whether people squander 
their wealth or save and invest wisely.

Judging by the number of new-
model trucks parked along the streets, 
vehicle dealerships are enjoying a 
robust economy. Savvy ranchers also 
invest in new farm equipment, and 
take advantage of cheap recycled pipe 
from the oilfields to rebuild their 
fences. Counties and towns enjoy 
larger tax revenues, thanks to the oil 
industry. In small towns across the 
Bakken, there are newly constructed 
schools, government buildings and 
city parks.

And there are unexpected ways that 
oil money boomerangs around to 
sustain the culture of the West. In April 
of 2012, billionaire oilman Harold 
Hamm donated $500,000 to the 
National Cowboy & Western Heritage 
Museum in Oklahoma City, Oklahoma. 
Turns out that, long before making his 
fortune drilling in the Bakken, Hamm 
grew up the son of an Oklahoma 
sharecropper.

In sizing up the balance of the 
Bakken’s impact on the Northern 
Plains, it’s easy to forget that not long 
ago states like North Dakota were on 
the decline. Now, cowboys rank among 
the droves vying for a chance to 
achieve the American dream. If, after 
attaining success, that cowboy returns 
to the saddle as a rancher, then the 
Bakken oil boom will have served a 
greater good. As for the ranchers left 
shorthanded, perhaps overcoming 
hard times is what makes the Ameri-
can dream worth having.

Contributing editor rYAn t. BeLL writes 
the column “Backcountry insight.” Visit his 
website at ryantbell.com. Send comments 
on this story to edit@westernhorseman.com.


