
“Land of Riches” 

Location: 214 S. Whittle Ave. 

It should go as no surprise that the oldest industry in the world is Agriculture.  Agriculture is 

defined by the Oxford Dictionary as the science or practice of farming, including cultivation 

of the soil for the growing of crops and the rearing of animals to provide food, wool, and 

other products. 

Richland County was given its name after emigrants from Richland County, Ohio, arrived 

upon our land to also discover fertile soil.  The eventual development of railways opened up 

several new markets for agriculture.  In 1870, the O&M line provided prosperous shipping 

of wheat, corn, oats, flour, bran, stock, pork, lard, walnut lumber, wool, and game.  Future 

experimentation with clover proved extremely successful, and continued success kept being 

found.  Over time, Olney became the center of the great agriculture region with a variety of 

products, but became the Red Top Market of the World in the mid to late 1800s.   Future 

technological developments and soil improvements from chemicals and conservation 

practices really began to transform rural life.  Today, work still continues on the 

improvement and importance of agriculture by the Richland County Soil and Water 

Conservation District, Illinois Farm Business Farm Management, Richland County Farm 

Bureau, Richland County Farm & Fair Association, FFA and 4-H programs…just to name a 

few!  The importance of agriculture to this community simply cannot be downsized into few 

enough words to fit here, but it’s importance cannot be missed!   

A notable event did take place in September of 1954 when the National & Illinois Soil 

Conservation Days and Plow Matches were held at “Onion Hill” in Richland County.  During 

these events, the Illinois State Police estimated attendance on the first day at 21,000 to 

25,000, and increased to near 80,000 by the last day.  Guest speakers included Ezra Taft 

Benson (U.S. Secretary of Agriculture) and William G. Stratton (Illinois Governor).  Several 

events took place during this celebration, and it has not been forgotten to this day!   

Located in the Illinois Basin, many people were skeptical about the possibility of oil, 

especially in Richland County.  However, news of continued nearby oil strikes began to 

spread, and farmers were able to lease their ground for great prices or sell their royalties 

for thousands of dollars.   

Nearly 600 wells were drilled in Richland County.  The benefits of the oil boom extended to 

more than just those with direct interest.  For example, several thousand people came into 

the County within a few months.  This directly impacted the local economy for the better, 

and better paying jobs soon became available.   



During the height of the oil industry in 1941, the following was written: “Olney & Richland 

have benefited beyond our wildest dreams, not only through the royalty and production 

checks and remarkable increase in the value of part of the land, but also in the general 

prosperity which is part and parcel of an oil development.  Millions of dollars have been 

spent here by oil companies, in payrolls to drillers, office employees and many new types of 

business which came with oil development in addition to the lease and royalty payments to 

landowners.” 

In 1936, Pure Oil Company located their headquarters in Olney, and other district offices for 

National Supply Company, Oil Well Supply Company, General Oil Well Supply Company, 

Baker Tool Company, Halliburton Oil Well Cementing Company, International Derrick and 

Equipment Company, Olson Drilling Company, Illinois Producing Company, Delta Producing 

and Refining Company, Ohio Oil Company, Illinois Title Curative Department, etc. all located 

to Olney. 

After several years, an oil derrick was constructed on property owned by Olney Central 

College in 1989.  The derrick commemorates the impact of the oil industry on the people of 

Richland County.  Rich land, indeed. 

 


