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William Harry Tonking passed away peacefully on 
3 March 2014 at the age of 86 from complications after 
prostate cancer along with the onset of Alzheimer’s. 
His obituary in the Houston Chronicle pays homage to 
his close relationship with his family—his wife, Edith; 
daughter, Lisbeth Grundy, a graduate of Trinity University 
in geriatrics; and son, Dr. Randy Tonking, a graduate of 
Texas A&M University, who operates a veterinary clinic 
for small animals in the Houston area; as well as his 
grandchildren and great-granddaughter. 

But there were two sides to Bill. He was also a 
professional geologist of extraordinary scope and impact 
over the past 60 years. I was encouraged to write his 
professional memorial because I worked for and with Bill on various mineral exploration and 
mining projects from the late 1970s until his death. I hope to do justice to his memory by 
chronicling his professional activities, accomplishments, and awards.

Bill was born in 1927 in Newton, New Jersey. His parents were Henry H. and Clair (Snyder) 
Tonking. His father attended college and became a successful businessman, supplying industry 
fuel supplies to the region. His grandfather, William Harry Tonking, Jr., was raised in New York 
and New Jersey. Once of age, he married Bill’s grandmother, Clara A. (Hulshizer) Tonking, and 
went to work for an iron company, and subsequently became superintendent of the company’s 
iron mines in the region. He was a member of the American Institute of Mining Engineers 
(AIME), which he served well according to AIME records. 

Bill had two brothers and two sisters. His older brother, Henry (Hank), Jr., graduated 
from Columbia University in the late 1940s as a mining engineer and worked on subsurface 
dewatering projects after serving during World War II. He died at age 49 from brain surgery 
complications. His younger sister, Clara, was a housewife. His younger brother, John (aka Jack), 
worked for the U.S. Post Office for many years. His much younger sister, Lynda (Tonking) 
Tolton, is a 1978 graduate of the Princeton Theological Seminary and serves as a minister for 
the Fitzwilliam Community Church UCC in New Hampshire.

Bill received his bachelor’s (1949) and Ph.D. (1952) degrees in geology from Princeton 
University, and conducted postdoctoral work in geology at Northwestern University and the 
Colorado School of Mines. After completion of his studies, he served as a field geologist 
with Kennecott Corporation in the Rocky Mountains, and then worked for a few years as an 
exploration geologist with subsidiaries of the Standard Oil Company of California, La Habra, 
California, and Houston, Texas. From 1955 to 1962, he served as senior research geologist 
(subsidiaries of Chevron) and then as senior geologist for Bear Creek Mining Company, based 
in Denver and Albuquerque, New Mexico. During this period, he was asked to undertake an 
investigation of the Puertecito Quadrangle, Socorro Country, New Mexico. With company 
support, he published W.H. Tonking, 1957, Geology of Puertecito Quadrangle, Socorro County, 

Memorial to William Harry Tonking 
(1927–2014)

MICHAEL D. CAMPBELL, P.G., P.H.
I2M Associates, LLC, Houston, Texas



THE GEOLOGICAL SOCIETY OF AMERICA20

New Mexico (State Bureau of Mines and Mineral Resources Bulletin 41: Socorro, New Mexico 
Institute of Mining and Technology, 67 p.).

In 1962, Bill was recruited by Brown & Root (subsidiary of Halliburton Company) in 
Houston, Texas, as deputy manager of the famous Project Mohole. He later was appointed 
technical director of that project. He assembled a Mohole staff of about 150 experienced 
professionals and served as a principal witness at Congressional hearings concerning the multi-
billion-dollar Mohole Project. He negotiated in excess of 100 subcontracts with major U.S. firms 
for sophisticated systems, engineering designs, and with construction companies producing 
major components for the Mohole Project. In 1965, Bill was selected to serve as chairman of the 
Deep Drilling Technology Section of the International Upper Mantle Project Symposium held in 
Ottawa, Canada. The following year, he was awarded the Silver Medal from the Royal Society 
of Arts in London for his work on the Mohole Project.

Over the ensuing years, Bill was responsible for the planning and execution of domestic and 
international field exploration programs for a variety of economic minerals and commodities. 
He was responsible for detailed mine planning, transportation, storage, and loading facility 
designs. He also served as chief geologist for the Halliburton Company, negotiating a contract 
with the People’s Republic of China (PRC) to engineer and supervise the construction of a 
phosphate mine and process facility producing two million tons per year in South Central China. 

He was often called on in the role of special projects manager by George R. Brown, 
president of Brown & Root, Inc., for special assignments with particular emphasis on the 
petroleum and mining industries. He served as technical advisor to the Nicaraguan government 
regarding development of the country’s geothermal resources, and negotiated offshore oil and 
gas concessions with the Moroccan government for a U.S.-based client. He also negotiated the 
first North Sea gas pipeline from Leman field to the east coast of Great Britain with British 
Petroleum. On loan to Brown & Root Northrop in 1967 to reorganize NASA’s Lunar Receiving 
Laboratory at the Manned Spacecraft Center in Houston, Bill initiated new technical and 
administrative procedures and hired senior scientific staff for the laboratory. 

He left Brown & Root in 1979 to assume the position of senior manager of geology and 
mining and corporate chief geologist, and later was appointed executive vice president of 
Keplinger and Associates, Inc., international energy consultants. He initiated and directed the 
oil and gas, alternate energy, mineral exploration and environmental evaluation group, both 
domestic and foreign, and it was in this capacity that I first came to know Bill. I reported to Bill 
in this group in my first job after graduate school at Rice University. Bill was the responsible 
officer for the administration of government contracts awarded to a Keplinger National 
subsidiary. He organized and chaired an International Energy Symposium in Hong Kong in 
1980. He structured and negotiated a joint venture between Keplinger and Associates and the 
Hong Kong investment banking firm of Sun Hung Kai to bid on oil and gas exploration tracts in 
the South China Sea. He conferred often with officials of the PRC and submitted proposals for 
Keplinger to advise and manage all offshore-related oil and gas exploration and development 
on behalf of the PRC.

In 1981, he took another step up the corporate ladder by joining General Crude Oil, Inc. 
(and GCO Minerals), a subsidiary of the International Paper Company (IP), as executive vice 
president and director. He was responsible for the operations of a diversified minerals business 
that managed IP’s 5.5 million acres of mineral rights, operated a contract oil and gas drilling 
business, and conducted various agricultural activities. Bill functioned as chief operating officer 
in initiating and structuring all types of joint venture agreements with third-party operators and 
non-operators on IP and other lands for oil and gas, as well as for deposits of other minerals 
ranging from asbestos and lignite, to lead and zinc. He planned and secured external financing 
to assure that discoveries were put into production in a timely and economic manner. He 
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formulated policy concerning mineral priorities, joint-venture participants, in-place sale of 
reserves, and negotiating posture. He negotiated joint-venture agreements with third parties 
worth over $130 million to GCO. Furthermore, he was responsible for increasing the working 
interest of oil and gas reserves from 29,000 BOE (barrel of oil equivalents) to 1,475,000 BOE, 
from 157 gross wells while producing 267,000 BOE in three years. He also increased mineral 
annual royalty income from about $2 million to over $4.5 million.

After GCO was sold off and dismantled in the later 1980s, Bill became an international 
consultant in mineral resources and also served as president and chief executive officer of 
Texas Star Resources Corporation from 1991 to 1994. In 1992, he initiated and acquired large 
land positions in excess of two million acres in Arkansas; Northwest Territories, Canada; and 
Archangel, Russia, for diamond exploration. He negotiated and built a state-of-the-art diamond 
recovery plant in southwest Arkansas. He assisted a client to be listed on the Toronto Stock 
Exchange and the NASDAQ.

Over the ensuing years, he played a significant role as the senior mining consultant for 
I2M Associates, LLC, international environmental and mining consultants, and served in a 
variety of advisory and support functions, including property evaluations, reserve estimates, 
and associated activities. Bill initiated and directed mineral exploration programs worldwide, 
assisted in the siting of a nuclear power plant in Texas, and served on management committees 
involved with establishing engineering design and construction parameters for mining and 
processing facilities for several mineral commodities in the Dominican Republic, Canada, 
Botswana, Panama, Mexico, Australia, Iran, Uganda, Morocco, Jamaica, Ivory Coast, Thailand, 
China, Chile, Argentina, South Africa, and the United States. Additionally, he negotiated 
mineral-related business agreements with the governments of Panama, France, and Nicaragua 
and many foreign and domestic industrial companies.

Bill’s list of honors and awards reflects the respect he earned. He was made a Fellow, Royal 
Society of Arts, London, England, in 1966; chaired Panel Discussion 7, “Problems, Techniques 
and Possible Solutions in Drilling and Producing Very Deep Wells,” 8th World Petroleum 
Congress, Moscow, Russia, in 1971; was made a Fellow of the Geological Society of America in 
1976; chaired the “Alternate Energy Session,” American Association of Petroleum Geologists 
Annual Meeting, San Antonio, Texas, in 1984; and was made a Shlemon Mentor in Applied 
Geoscience, GSA South-Central Section Meeting in 2004. He was a long-term member of the 
Society of Mining, Minerals, and Exploration (SME), and other societies and associations, 
including the Houston Geological Society.

Bill always said that he had many friends through the years who helped him advance 
his career. Coming from a family history of mining, he knew the value of his profession, 
and he, too, was up to the job. He was admired and respected by his friends, and whether in 
negotiations or over a martini, Bill was a man of many capabilities, a man of honor, and a man 
of accomplishment. People listened to what Bill had to say, and he, too, was bankable. In the 
mining business, there is no greater compliment. 

During the last few days, as Bill’s health was deteriorating and he knew death was 
approaching, and it was time to go, he told his wife, Edie, that he didn’t mind because he had 
given all he had to his family and to his profession, and that was substantial on both counts. 
Bill’s influence will remain as a memorial in each of us who knew him along the way. Bill 
Tonking was truly one of the last outstanding men of his generation of professional geologists. 


