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Abstract

Iran's oil history is often associated with Masjed Suleiman in Khuzestan, while long
after the Darcy contract was concluded and oil was discovered in Masjed Suleiman,
the first region to attract the attention of oil companies and politicians was
Kermanshah province. This article seeks to answer how the initial discoveries and
drilling of oil wells in Kermanshah province took place and what the outcomes
were. The research findings indicate that the first oil discoveries took place near the
borders of Iran and the Ottoman Empire, close to Qasr Shirin and Khanagin, in an
area called Chia Sorkh within Kermanshah province. These discoveries led to the
establishment of modern oil facilities in the Middle East, including the oldest
Aleppo factory, and later, Iran's second refinery was built in Kermanshah. This
article draws on written sources, particularly documents available in the
Organization of Documents and National Library.
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Introduction

The historiography of Iran’s oil industry has long been dominated by the discovery
of oil in Masjed Soleyman in 1908, often regarded as the starting point of modern oil
exploitation in Iran. However, this prevailing narrative has obscured earlier oil
explorations conducted in western Iran following the D’Arcy Concession of 1901.
Among these neglected sites, the Chiasrokh (Chia Sorkh) oil field in the
Kermanshah province holds particular historical significance. Situated near the Iran—
Ottoman border close to Qasr-e Shirin and Khangin, Chiasrokh became the earliest
location where oil was discovered and extracted using modern industrial methods in
Iran and the Middle East.

This study addresses a fundamental question overlooked in much of the existing
scholarship: how and under what conditions did the first oil explorations and drilling
operations in Kermanshah province occur, and what were their historical
consequences? By challenging the prevailing assumption that Masjed Soleyman
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represents the first successful oil discovery in Iran, the article demonstrates that oil
was first struck in Chiasrokh between 1902 and 1904 during the initial
implementation of the D’ Arcy Concession.

The importance of this research lies not only in revising a key chronological
assumption in Iranian oil history, but also in illuminating the broader geopolitical,
economic, and territorial implications of oil exploration in Iran’s western
borderlands. Chiasrokh played a crucial role in shaping British oil policy,
intensifying Iran—Ottoman border disputes, and laying the groundwork for
subsequent oil development in both western Iran and modern-day Irag.

Methodology

This research adopts a descriptive—analytical approach based on historical
methodology, combining archival research, textual analysis, and field studies. The
primary sources include archival documents preserved in the Organization of
Documents and National Library of Iran, the Archives of the Department of
Documents and Diplomatic History of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and the
archival collections of Iran’s Petroleum Industry Museum. These materials consist
of official correspondence, diplomatic reports, concession agreements, maps, and
administrative records related to oil exploration and border delimitation.

In addition to archival documents, the study draws on contemporary travelogues,
geological reports— particularly those by Jacques de Morgan— and memoirs of
British officials involved in the D’Arcy operations. Secondary sources include
scholarly articles, monographs on Iranian oil history, and regional historical studies.
To clarify the geographical location and historical identity of Chiasrokh, the
research also incorporates oral history interviews with local residents, former oil
industry personnel, and regional experts, as well as on-site field observations in the
border areas of Iran and Iraq.

By triangulating documentary evidence with cartographic analysis and oral
testimonies, the study reconstructs the spatial, political, and economic context of
early oil exploration in Chiasrokh and evaluates its long-term significance.

Discussion & Resalts

Geographical and Historical Context of Chiasrokh

Chiasrokh was located in the western frontier zone of Iran, near the Qasr-e Shirin
region, along the Qureh-Tu River basin. Geological surveys conducted by Jacques
de Morgan in the late nineteenth century identified the area as a fragile fold structure
rich in oil seepages. These natural oil outflows had long been known to local
Kurdish populations, who extracted oil manually for limited local use.

The name “Chiasrokh,” derived from Kurdish and Persian linguistic elements
meaning “red hill,” appears in historical sources under various spellings, including
Chia Sorkh, Chaga Sorkh, and Chiasur. Despite inconsistencies in nomenclature,
archival evidence confirms that Chiasrokh was a distinct and well-known oil-
bearing site within the Qajar-era Kermanshah province.

D’Arcy Concession and the Initiation of Drilling
Following the signing of the D’Arcy Concession in 1901, British interests moved
quickly to implement oil exploration in Iran. Contrary to later assumptions, George
Bernard Reynolds, the chief engineer appointed by D’Arcy, prioritized Chiasrokh
over Masjed Soleyman based on geological assessments, logistical considerations,
and de Morgan’s reports.

Drilling operations began in 1902 with a multinational workforce consisting of
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Polish drillers, American and Canadian engineers, local Kurdish laborers, and
British supervisors. Despite formidable obstacles — including harsh climate, lack of
infrastructure, tribal resistance, Ottoman interference, and difficulties in transporting
equipment from Basra — Reynolds successfully drilled the first modern oil well in
Iran (Well No. 1) at Chiasrokh.

In March 1903, oil was struck at a depth of approximately 305 meters, producing
about 70 barrels per day. A second well drilled in 1904 yielded a higher output of
approximately 120 barrels per day. Although these quantities were insufficient for
large-scale commercial exploitation, they marked the first verified instance of
modern oil extraction in Iran and the Middle East.

Political and Geopolitical Implications
The discovery of oil at Chiasrokh intensified border disputes between Iran and the
Ottoman Empire. The region’s ambiguous territorial status made it a focal point of
diplomatic negotiations and imperial rivalry. British and Russian involvement in
border commissions reflected broader strategic concerns over access to oil resources.
The 1913-1914 border protocols ultimately resulted in Chiasrokh’s transfer from
Iran to Ottoman territory, a decision heavily influenced by British strategic interests
rather than Iranian sovereignty. Despite Iran’s continued claims based on the
D’Arcy Concession, Chiasrokh was formally separated from Iranian territory, later
becoming part of Iraq under British mandate.

Long-Term Impact on Regional Oil Development

Although overshadowed by the massive oil strike at Masjed Soleyman in 1908,
Chiasrokh played a foundational role in the evolution of the regional oil industry.
The early successes at Chiasrokh confirmed the oil potential of western Iran and
encouraged further exploration in adjacent areas, including Naft Shah, Naft Khaneh,
Khangin, and Kurdistan.

Chiasrokh also contributed to the establishment of early oil infrastructure,
including primitive refineries, tin-can manufacturing facilities, and eventually the
second oil refinery in Iran at Kermanshah. During World War 1, the oil fields of
Chiasrokh served as a critical fuel source for British and Allied forces, underscoring
their strategic value.

Conclusion

This study demonstrates that the earliest successful modern oil drilling in Iran
occurred not in Masjed Soleyman, but in Chiasrokh in Kermanshah province
between 1902 and 1904. By re-examining archival evidence and integrating
geographical, political, and oral historical data, the research challenges entrenched
narratives in Iranian oil historiography.

While the oil output at Chiasrokh lacked immediate commercial viability, its
historical significance is undeniable. The site marked the practical beginning of
industrial oil exploration in Iran, shaped British oil strategy, influenced Iran—
Ottoman border politics, and paved the way for subsequent discoveries across
western Iran and Irag. Recognizing Chiasrokh’s role allows for a more nuanced and
accurate understanding of Iran’s early oil history and its entanglement with imperial
geopolitics.
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