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A Chronology of Growth and Success Since 1926
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Introduction
The Wills Group history book was created to celebrate 95 years of
shared values and shared success. While we have faced challenges
over the years, we are proud to celebrate each and every milestone
as part of our continued growth. We are particularly proud of the
people who have made this possible – our family of employees.
It would be impossible to mention all the names of the individuals
whose efforts and steadfast convictions have contributed to our
collective success. In the same vein, every item of interest through
the past 95 years cannot be incorporated into this booklet. We have,
however, tried to include events that have had a direct and lasting
effect on the growth, stability, and expansion of this enterprise.
As you read through the history of the Wills Group, you will find that
we are constantly evolving and growing – together. Since our founding
in 1926, the Wills Group has fostered innovation, which can be seen
in the number of firsts our company has achieved. In reviewing our
history, you’ll see that the Wills Group is an organization that is also
ready to embrace change, continuously working to evolve and adapt
to meet the needs of changing markets and, as always, the changing
needs of our customers. Our collective ability to adapt and innovate
can be directly attributed to our people.
We hope that in reviewing the history of the Wills Group you will
learn more about where we have been and be inspired in regard
to where we can go – working together as we move closer
to celebrating our centennial year.

Lock Wills
Executive Chairman
Wills Group, Inc.
2021
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Blackie Wills
President and Chief Operating Officer
Wills Group, Inc.
2021

1926–1945
The Early Years

1926

1927

1936

1937

1940

In 1926, two engineers, Jim Wills
and Harold Swann, got together
and acquired the La Plata Oil and
Mechanicsville Oil Companies. Thus
began Southern Maryland Oil.

Less than a year after starting
the business, Wills and Swann
purchased land to build the Owings
Plant. This secured customers
throughout Calvert County and
the lower portion of Anne Arundel
County. At this time, the company
received the “Texaco Franchise” for
Charles, lower Prince George’s, and
St. Mary’s counties.

As the company grew, the name
changed to Southern Maryland
Oil Company (SMO). 1936 marked
a milestone for the company,
as product was brought in by
2,000-gallon tank trucks from
Baltimore, Maryland, rather than by
rail at the Owings Plant.

With the invention of the gun-type
burner, fuel oil came into its own,
creating an ever-increasing market
for home heating. During this year,
the company began deliveries on an
automatic basis, meaning weekly
or biweekly. This was the first
such automated service available
to customers in the Southern
Maryland area.

1940 brought many changes as SMO
acquired its first computing (electric)
pump. At this time, the Indian Head
Plant was built, thus expanding our
heating oil territory.

The company handled only three
principal products — kerosene
(called coal oil), one grade of
gasoline, and a motor oil called
“Texaco Golden.” Eight employees
were on board during this period.
Wills and Swann established a
pattern of growth that would
continue from the company’s
inception until the present.

Records indicate there were
six trucks in use – one at the
Owings facility, two each for the
Mechanicsville and La Plata offices,
and one for the Maintenance
Department.
Working from 8 a.m. to 5 p.m. was
unheard of – everyone reached the
office before “daybreak” and did
not leave until “way past dark.” No
responsibilities were established,
as all employees did whatever was
necessary. One day they might drive
a truck, and the next, they might
work in the office.

During this same year, the La Plata
office expanded as another room
was added. This upgrade certainly
helped, but records indicate that “an
old pot-belly stove” was still in use.
It was at this location that motor
oil began to be distributed. Most
noteworthy is that our company
was the first such organization
to purchase motor oil – Texaco
Havoline – in “quart cans.”

The company held its first
Christmas party. In the late 1930s,
the company rolled out employee
benefits including paid vacation,
sick leave, and an annual $25 holiday
bonus.

Motor oil prompted the company’s
first dealer meeting, which was
organized specifically to introduce
the product. Because of supply, only
a few companies were handling this
product – and SMO was one of those
companies.
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1941

1942

1943

1941 was the beginning of the “war
years” and the decline of many
businesses. Because of the ability
of our owners and their foresight,
however, the pattern of growth
continued.

SMO was the first principal field
supplier to the New Patuxent Naval
Air Station, built in 1942. Housing
developments built as a result of
the new base were first served by
SMO through a full-time, door-todoor fuel oil salesman.

In 1943, the company purchased
transport equipment from hauler
Paul Robinson, which significantly
increased our flexibility.

In 1942, rationing of products was
a serious threat to our industry.
However, SMO secured government
contracts that were a real key to
maintaining steady volume. During
the war years, the contract business
kept the company going.

With the abandonment of the old
ferryboat and the opening of the
Potomac River Bridge, U.S. Route
301 became a main arterial highway.
This brought a significant increase
in transit traffic. Not only was the
increased traffic beneficial, but SMO
was again the principal fuel supplier
for the construction of the bridge
and the roads leading to it.
During this period, our Tires,
Batteries & Accessories business was
running into difficulties because
tire supply was very tight. Firestone
tires were rationed and difficult
to obtain for our trucks. Our first
dealings with tires had begun in 1938
with the Seiberling Tire Company,
and the business was handled
through the La Plata Plant location.
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1946–1970
The “Go-Go” Years

1946

1947

1948

1949

In November 1946, the Board of
Directors authorized the president
to use his discretion to make loans
to procure potential service station
sites. The allocation for this was
not to exceed $3,000. The first such
property, purchased for $1 per foot,
was in Lexington Park, Maryland,
and was known as Cato’s Texaco.

In 1947, the new La Plata Plant and
warehouse facilities were completed.
These facilities remain in operation
today and are now operated by
Griffith Oil. During this same year,
increased storage facilities were also
made available.

The original Owings Plant was
remodeled, and storage tanks
were relocated. In March 1948,
long-range plans and policies for
securing service station sites were
outlined. These locations were
to be purchased and held until it
seemed advantageous for station
development. Meanwhile, the sites
would be rented or turned over
to operators. Special emphasis was
placed on securing such locations
on through-traffic routes and areas
of year-round traffic.

In 1949, our service station program
got underway. Without a doubt,
the unique way our company
handled the financing and holding
of mortgages for the mortgagee
benefited the company and the
retailer. This demonstrated the
sound financial stability of our
company and began a trend that
continued.

As the growth of the company
accelerated, it was converted from
a partnership to a corporation.
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The minutes of the Corporation
on July 11, 1947, stated that, “Despite
rumors of a fuel oil shortage next
winter, well-informed sources of
information indicate an adequate
supply in this area; therefore, the
policy of the Corporation will be
to accept new accounts.” This event
would serve as a precedent for 1973,
when fuel and gas shortages were
one again prevalent.

In October 1948, the company was
saddened by the loss of one of our
founders, Harold S. Swann, who
was serving in the capacity of vice
president and treasurer. His death
was a tremendous loss to everyone
connected with our organization.

1950

1951

1953

1954

1955

In 1950, many major decisions
were required, as the Korean War
served as a catalyst for challenges
such as possible rationing and
transportation difficulties, etc. Due
to the wisdom of our management,
the company continued to thrive.

The beginning of “automation”
took place within the company this
year. After an extensive survey of
bookkeeping machines, the first
Remington Rand machine was
purchased, followed by Burroughs
and IBM machines in subsequent
years.

The leaders of the company,
recognizing the contributions
of employees, announced a Profit
Sharing Plan that became effective
December 11, 1953. Southern
Maryland Oil, Inc. was the first
company in the State of Maryland
to incorporate such a program,
whereby employees received,
through a deferred plan, a portion
of the profits at year-end for
retirement purposes.

In May 1954, an analysis showed
the percentage distribution of the
volume of the gasoline business.
Eighteen service stations accounted
for 40 percent of gasoline output.
This confirmed the wisdom of our
policy, which had been in effect
for several years, of building modern
stations in strategic locations.
At the time, Lund Station had
recently opened in Bryans Road,
Maryland.

Southern Maryland Oil, Inc.
realized another first for the area
with the opening of an Oil Burner
Service Department. The service
was made available to our customers
using two-way radio communication,
and became a vital force behind our
heating oil success.

This announcement, made at the
Annual Christmas Party at the
Rod-N-Reel in Chesapeake Beach,
Maryland, came as a “real surprise”
to the employees and their families.
The Profit Sharing Plan was handled
by “trustees,” who were selected
company personnel, as well as an
attorney – working together, they
made all investment decisions.

A decision was made to relocate
and develop a new Mechanicsville
Bulk Plant and Office. On the
opening day of this office, however,
Hurricane Hazel swept through
the state. It was one of the worst
hurricanes to hit in our vicinity, and
many properties and lives were lost.

During this year also, SMO President
Wills proposed increased coverage
in the Hospitalization Plan for
medical services. These benefits
have continually improved and
today remain competitive with all
other companies of our type and
size.

We purchased Kroll Petroleum
Company the same year, which gave
SMO entry into Prince George’s
County’s heating oil market and
became the Clinton Plant.

As employees increased in number
and the company continued
to expand, leaders felt it would be
in the best interest of everyone
if this plan were turned over to
a financial firm of professional
investors who would make decisions
to ensure the most return on this
investment.
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1946–1970
The “Go-Go” Years continued

1957

1958

1960

1961

1963

The years of 1957-1962 were both
tragic and prosperous. They were
tragic in the sense that we suffered
a striking blow when our president,
James W. Wills, lost his life in
an automobile accident. He was
succeeded as president by his wife,
Julia B. Wills.

The following year, the Proutt Oil
Company was acquired, providing
the company with additional
heating oil markets in the Gambrills
area of Anne Arundel County.
Company lore has it that the
purchase of this property “all took
place over a bottle.”

With the success of the parts
business, the Parts Department
expanded and began marketing
its items and supplies through a
“pie-wagon” type concept. In 1960, a
new wing was added to the La Plata
Plant for this parts business.

Julia Wills was ahead of her time
as there were few women leading
businesses during that era. The
company’s continued growth during
her tenure is a testament to her
courage and leadership. Julia was
a source of inspiration to all
employees, both past and present.

Whatever was in the bottle, this
proved to be a very profitable deal
– the purchase amount was $5,000!
Present-day deals and negotiations
have become quite sophisticated,
taking months, years, and
considerable effort to consummate.

Our founder’s son, J. Blacklock
“Blackie” Wills Sr., was appointed
president of the company in August,
succeeding his mother, Julia Wills.
He served as president until he
retired in 1988 but remained as
Board Chairman through 1998. His
tenure was marked by rapid growth
and an entrepreneurial spirit,
successfully overcoming challenges
across the oil industry.

Having developed a successful parts
business, the company further
diversified and entered into the
tire retreading business. This too
became highly successful, and a new,
modern retread plant warehouse
was developed in Waldorf, Maryland,
under the banner of Southern
Maryland Tires, Inc. Because of
its growth, many additions were
made to this facility, the first in
1963. The same year, the company
again expanded its automotive
business and acquired Brandywine
Auto Parts. It was merged with our
operation and became a full-line
automotive parts house known
as Partco.

During this year, the first Lockheed
Meters were installed on company
trucks. Shortly after, a new building
was added to our La Plata Plant,
relocating both the Maintenance
and Parts departments.

Also in this year, emphasis was
maintained on our petroleum
business. The Bryans Road Plant
was developed and became our
first unmanned key operation.
On May 10, 1963, an “Open House”
was held to complete the “Main
Office” building on U.S. Route 301.
Centralization of SMO’s accounting
and administrative programs was
realized at this time.
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1964

1965

1966

1968

1969

Our company once again celebrated
a first in the State of Maryland
as we entered into an agreement for
and began the development of
the area’s first central oil system,
known as Cedarville Trailer Park.

Construction began for our new
modern Annapolis Bulk Plant
located at Bestgate Drive.

In 1966, the contemplation of
a heating installation business
became a reality. Southern
Maryland Oil, Inc. scored another
first as the Installation Department
was created to render the service
of installing hot water heaters,
central air conditioning, furnaces,
and more.

Our Partco business had “growing
pains” through years of profitable
growth, and a new location was
chosen for this business in the old
IGA Building in Waldorf, Maryland.
The building was remodeled, and in
1968 it became Partco’s permanent
home. This same year, Southern
Maryland Oil, Inc. purchased three
more automotive businesses, named
Beltway, Hillandale, and Roadway.

1969 marked another growth year,
and our facilities were extended to
the Eastern Shore with the purchase
of F.L. Godman Oil in Crisfield,
Maryland, and Dennis Oil Service
in Salisbury and Berlin, Maryland.
This started our newest business
unit, Delmarva Oil.

The second such installation was
Wayson’s Trailer Park in June 1965.
We subsequently added many more
locations to this list.
In November 1964, the company
again expanded its territory as it
received the franchise for Texaco
products in the Annapolis marketing
area.

On January 12, 1966, Southern
Maryland Oil, Inc. celebrated its 40th
anniversary. This milestone was
well-publicized and confirmed our
image as a “long-established, wellfounded organization.”
This same year the installation
of an IBM Data Processing System
took place to further enhance our
centralization of accounts receivable
and other administrative details.

On January 30, 1968, the company
was again saddened as we lost our
Chairman of the Board, Julia W.
Lorimer. The loss of her wisdom,
strong character, and charismatic
personality were felt by all who
knew her. Mrs. Lorimer’s special
touch added immensely to the
company’s growth during her
tenure.

The purchase of the F.L. Godman
Company marked the company’s
first venture into the coal business.
Coal was sold by the ton, bushel, and
bag. This product has since been
discontinued.
The operations of Hillandale,
Roadway, and Beltway were set up
as another subsidiary corporation
under the banner of Autopac, Inc.
As one might expect, the day finally
arrived when an operation became
unprofitable, and Autopac, Inc. was
sold during this year. However, the
Partco operation remained as one
of the largest parts stores in the
Southern Maryland area.
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1970–1985
Overcoming Obstacles

1970

1971

1972

1970 marked the beginning of 10
of the fastest growth years in our
company’s history. Growth was
enjoyed in the marketing areas
of northern Prince George’s County
and Anne Arundel County, with
expansion into Charles and Calvert
counties.

In March 1971, Delmarva Tires was
created and began operating on the
Eastern Shore. Sales expectations
exceeded our targets, and this
operation became very profitable.

At the beginning of 1972, the
company held a most significant
Organization Meeting, announcing
new management techniques and
philosophies. For the first time,
company objectives were outlined
for employees.

became subsidiaries of SMO, Inc.
Partco and Southern Maryland
Oil continued to be divisions of
SMO, Inc. During the year, the
company introduced Long Term
Disability Insurance as another
benefit for employees.

These objectives included a new
marketing approach and a new area
of acquisition and development. As
a result, our newest corporation,
EPG, Inc., was developed for
marketing motor fuels in new
markets.

With the purchase of Pete White and
the merger of the operation into our
Delmarva operation, we began to use
CITGO branded fuel for the entire
Eastern Shore operation.

The ’70s were also the beginning of
renewed regulations and consumer
protections, which introduced
new guidelines for the petroleum
industry. At this time, the company
re-evaluated its position, defining
new goals and long-term objectives.
This development served as a
catalyst for a rehabilitation of the
service stations. In early 1970, the
Wills Group also began marketing
gasoline through car washes. By
the end of 1971, three new service
stations and three car washes were
put on stream and served as the
starting point for a very bright
future along this line.
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Delmarva Oil, Inc. continued to grow
through acquisitions on the Eastern
Shore, as Timmons Oil Company
was purchased in July 1971. With this
acquisition, the Wills Group entered
into new ventures in the State of
Delaware.
The following month, in August,
Southern Maryland Oil, Inc.
purchased McNew Brothers Oil
in Annapolis, Maryland, and its
entire operation was merged into
our Annapolis Plant.
In September 1971, Southern
Maryland Tires in Waldorf,
Maryland, was updated with all new
designs and retreading equipment.
Larger facilities were constructed,
affording not only improved office
and warehouse areas but also a new
service – fleet and commercial tire
mounting, balancing, and alignment.

Shortly before this meeting, the
company acquired the assets of Pete
White Oil Company. This acquisition
was merged into the existing
Delmarva Oil operation in Salisbury
and Berlin, Maryland. Along with
this merger, a new water terminal
was developed with storage at some
two million gallons.

Foreseeing some drastic and
imminent changes within our
industry toward modern marketing
techniques, SMO developed the
first branded self-service station
in the State of Maryland. This
was our Forest Drive location in
Annapolis, Maryland, and because
of its popularity, many more were
added to our network of retail
stations.

The Stockholders Meeting in July
1972 brought a name change to our
corporation, as Southern Maryland
Oil, Inc. was officially changed to
SMO, Incorporated. Delmarva Oil
and Southern Maryland Tires, Inc.

In keeping with the trend of ongoing
investment in station locations
and improving their economical
operation, the company developed
pumper-type locations – service
stations without bays.
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1970–1985
Overcoming Obstacles continued

1973

1974

1975

1976

1978

This year we began to foresee a fuel
shortage. As a result, greater efforts
were placed in areas of efficiency
and cost controls. Also, during this
period, SMO realized additional
expenses due to new government
regulations, specifically in areas of
safety and environmental matters.
The realization of the fuel crisis
also became acute in the following
year and brought about additional
regulation in regard to allocation,
price control, and distribution
of products. All of this resulted,
unfortunately, in a challenging
period for the petroleum industry.

The C.K. Duncan-CITGO operation
in Pocomoke, Maryland, and
Sussex-Atlantic Oil Company
in Georgetown, Delaware, were
acquired, and both were merged
into Delmarva Oil, Inc. To satisfy
the needs of our many customers,
increased storage facilities were
added at our SMO plant operations.

This year began with the acquisition
of the BP-La Plata Oil Company
operations. This was followed by the
purchase of Quality Oil, U.S. Oil, and
Oil Holdings, Inc., which merged into
Delmarva Oil, Inc.

In 1976, SMO, Inc. celebrated its 50th
anniversary, and our second 50 years
began with continued optimism.

In March, the company chose
to diversify its operations,
entering into the educational toy
business by acquiring Educational
Design Associates, a developer,
manufacturer, and marketer of
high-quality toys. After attempts
at nationwide marketing with
unprofitable results, operations were
discontinued in 1977.

1977 saw still another acquisition,
that of Dean L. Sharrar of Salisbury,
Maryland. Along with the BP brand,
this entire operation was merged
into the company’s water terminal
facilities, also in Salisbury.

With centralized administration
and decentralized operating profit
centers, the company inaugurated
“telecommunication.” Through this
technology, all principal operating
units were provided with instant
information that assisted in
customer inquiries and day-to-day
operations.

During this year, the National Labor
Relations Board petitioned the
company for a union election. This
effort failed. However, it brought
out the need for the company to
communicate company activities
and endeavors to its people.
The employees’ continued
confidence in the company has
proven beneficial to both the
employees and the company.
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The company’s new Pension Plan
was announced and inaugurated at
the employees’ summer picnic. This
provided our employees with both
a Pension Plan and a Profit Sharing
Plan for their benefit at retirement.

Two new departments were added
to the company – the Management
Fee operation, designed specifically
to market motor fuels through a
commission plan, and the newly
created Personnel Department,
established to better fulfill
employees’ needs and satisfy
government regulation requirements.

1977

1979

1980

1981

1984

1985

Delmarva Tires relocated to new,
modern facilities with an emphasis
on retail merchandising.

All Americans now realized the
effects of the 1973 and 1979-80 energy
crises. Energy conservation was fully
recognized as a long-term endeavor.
Fuel services entered into a mature
product lifecycle stage.

On January 20 of this year, federal
regulatory controls changed and
this introduced significant industry
transitions. It was evident that
the ’80s were destined to become
a period of “survival of the fittest.”
Our company had prepared well, and
because of its people and financial
condition, it was well-positioned to
pursue the opportunities created by
this change.

With aggressive long-term goals, the
Corporate Headquarters building
was enlarged to encompass facilities
for expanded operational endeavors.
Another new computer system was
installed, providing an array of new
programs and user-friendly access
to data.

Energy prices had softened,
the economy was strong, and
opportunities were continuing
to evolve. New environmental
regulations were announced
that were to impact the industry
further. Our company recognized
the importance of this issue and
proceeded immediately to ensure
compliance, as was its responsibility.

In early spring, our country
experienced another severe energy
crisis. This time, Americans realized
that the problem was real and
would be long-lasting. A series of
new government regulations and
interventions followed, creating
further hardships for our customers
and organization.
In November, the company opened
its first convenience store on Route
50 in Annapolis. The success of
this first store helped identify
opportunities in this new business,
giving rise to the Dash In Food
Stores brand.

May 1 saw the opening of the first
full-size Dash In Food Store on
Route 198 in Laurel. The company’s
tradition of leadership continued,
as this was the first convenience
store in Maryland with an in-store
foodservice program featuring fried
chicken and potato wedges. The
design of the Laurel store helped set
the tone for the innovative prototype
design created the following year, a
design that was carried out in new
Dash In facilities.
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1986–1999
Dawn of Convenience Retailing

1986
Our 60th anniversary began
with energy prices tumbling. The
company announced a corporate
restructuring, officially creating a
new holding company, The Wills
Group, Inc. (TWGI). Divisions
became subsidiary corporations,
with Motor Fuels becoming SMO,
Inc., Convenience Stores becoming
Dash In Food Stores, Inc., and
Heating Fuels becoming Delmarva
Oil, Inc. on the Eastern Shore and
Southern Maryland Oil, Inc. on the
Western Shore of the Chesapeake
Bay.
In June, under this structure,
Delmarva Oil acquired certain
assets and the customer accounts of
Housewarmers, Inc., merging them
into existing operations.
A difficult decision was made to sell
our Partco operations. This action
and the closing of Delmarva Tires
in 1985 took the company out of the
automotive aftermarket business.
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December was marked by a flurry
of acquisition activity. On December
15, Delmarva Oil acquired Cavalier
Energy Company, a fuel oil marketer
in Salisbury, further expanding an
already strong customer base there.
On December 29, the company
acquired Eastern Shore Oil, which
not only added 35 motor fuel
outlets and 10 convenience store
facilities, but also plant locations
in Cambridge, Chance, Crisfield,
and Easton, Maryland. Three
new suppliers – Amoco, Exxon,
and Phillips – agreed to continue
supplying our outlets. These
additions to our retail facility chain
made our company one of the
leading motor fuel marketers in the
Lower Eastern Shore.

1987

1988

1989

The Wills Group received the Tawes
Award for a Clean Environment
for “outstanding service and highly
professional response in helping
to prevent oil spills.” With the
award proclamation noting that
the company “exemplified what it
means to be a responsible wholesale
distributor and a good neighbor in
the community.”

President Blackie Wills retired,
remaining as chairman for another
10 years. He was succeeded as
president by his son, J. Blacklock
“Lock” Wills Jr., who perpetuated
— and even accelerated — the
long-established pattern of growth,
customer service, and stewardship.

Our heating fuel companies
– Delmarva Oil and Southern
Maryland Oil – announced in
November a major new product
innovation with REDGARD
premium heating oil. REDGARD’s
detergent action kept fuel systems
clean, reducing breakdowns.
REDGARD also controlled corrosion
and produced more efficient fuel
burning, resulting in increased
efficiency and value to the
company’s customers. The fuel was
subsequently marketed under the
Q-GUARD brand, denoting the highquality features of this premium
heating fuel.
December saw the year close with
the Delmarva Oil acquisition of
Ocean Petroleum’s heating oil
business. These new accounts were
concentrated in the Worcester
County area and were merged into
our Berlin Plant base.

1990

1991

The company’s acquisition program
continued to produce new business.
First, Delmarva Oil acquired the
bulk petroleum business of Mrohs
Gas and Oil in Crisfield. This action
enabled us to seize the top market
position in Somerset County. In
August, Dash In acquired 12 Little
Sue Food Stores. These stores,
located south of the Potomac River
in the Tidewater area of Virginia,
marked another major expansion of
the company’s marketing territory.

The year opened with the world in
turmoil because of the Iraqi invasion
of Kuwait. The U.S.- led coalition
forces successfully vanquished the
Iraqi invasion army, allowing energy
markets to moderate to normal
levels.
Meanwhile, we welcomed CITGO as
another quality supplier for motor
fuel outlets in our Eastern Shore
markets and selected Southern
Maryland locations.
August saw the company announce
another first in our markets,
introducing the Price Protection
Guarantee to our heating oil
customers. Developed to respond

1993
to customer concerns over oil
price volatility, our new program
established a fuel price cap to
reassure our customers that fuel
costs would stay within their
budgets.
1991 closed with Delmarva Oil’s
October acquisition of J.E. Meintzer
and Sons, a large Easton, Marylandbased marketer. The Meintzer
business was consolidated into the
Wills Group’s existing Easton Plant
and significantly expanded our
position in the Queen Anne County
and Talbot County markets.

We seized an opportunity presented
by the withdrawal of Chevron
from the Baltimore-Washington
market. The SMO Motor Fuels
team responded, we acquired 20
new retailer outlets, representing
more than 17 million gallons of new
gasoline business. Included were the
first retailers in Northern Virginia,
Montgomery, Frederick, and Carroll
counties. This accomplishment was
the largest single-year growth in
fuel product sales in the company’s
history – further expanding our
position as the #1 independent
marketer in the region.

September brought to Southern
Maryland Oil the acquisition of
Southern States’ fuel customers
in Southern Maryland, and
these customers merged into
our existing operations. We also
became a branded dealer for “Super
Gold” diesel and Southern States
lubricants, providing even more
value to our customers.
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1986–1999
Dawn of Convenience Retailing continued

1994
The company announced a new
endeavor to combine efforts with
fast food companies at our retail
stores. The first venture was with
Taco Bell at the La Plata Dash
In and subsequently included
Subway and Dunkin’ Donuts at
several locations. After testing
these concepts, the strategy was
eliminated in favor of a consistent,
chain-wide Dash In-branded food
program.
In June, our Motor Fuels team
successfully acquired Amoco’s
Eastern Shore outlets in Cambridge,
Ocean City, and Salisbury, Maryland.
The deal called for us to expand
the Amoco brand on the Shore,
placing the Wills Group as Amoco’s
leading marketer on the Delmarva
Peninsula.
At year end, the company adopted
Economic Value Added (EVA) as
our primary financial performance
methodology.
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EVA focuses manager stewardship
on the capital that our owners
have entrusted to the company’s
leaders to successfully manage
the business. The adoption of the
EVA methodology has been a key
driver in our financial success as an
enterprise.

1995
May saw our Delmarva Oil
Service Technicians achieve
another milestone: We became
the first company in the state to
receive PMAA’s National Oil Heat
Certification. Six of our technicians
met the training and experience
qualifications and passed the
advanced testing, thereby earning
Gold Certificates. We promoted this
achievement to our customer base
as another example of pride in our
employees.

In 1995, the company completed
another technology advance,
moving from the mainframe and
custom software systems era into
the world of networked personal
computers and specialized software
packages. Our office automation
system linked all users for electronic
messaging, and laptop computers
put full system capability in the
hands of all managers. E-mail
facilitated communication among
employees, making it easier to share
information and collaborate in
solving business challenges.
At the close of the year, the company
announced the creation of a new
401(k) retirement plan feature for
employees, significantly expanding
our employees’ ability to provide for
a secure retirement.

1996

1998

January marked the occasion of
our company’s 70th anniversary. We
celebrated with commemorative
calendars and toy trucks – and many
retirees joined in the events. The
anniversary celebration culminated
in April with a company-wide
event at the Baltimore-Washington
International Airport Marriott.

Delmarva Oil established an
aggressive new program to expand
into bulk propane distribution in
its marketing territory. It acquired
new equipment and vehicles and
kicked off an aggressive marketing
campaign. While efforts initially
concentrated on existing Delmarva
Oil customers, we quickly seized
opportunities with many other
propane customers. The program
was so successful that additional
vehicles were placed in the Easton
market the following year.

In July, Delmarva Oil created
another industry first with its new
Service Contracts, which included
Loyalty Credits and a Four-Hour
Emergency Service Guarantee.
The new features were designed
to reward long-time customers
and extend Delmarva Oil’s service
advantage compared to the
competition.
Later in the year, as part of the
company’s new EVA methodology,
we sold the Little Sue Stores in
Tidewater.
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2000–2016
Expansion

2000

2001

2002

2003

2004

The company continued its
expansion of technology
applications when our first website
went online. The website allowed us
to provide new ways for our dealers
and heating fuel customers to access
their accounts, order products/
services, and communicate with
company personnel. This marked
a first step into e-commerce, with
anticipation that this new capability
would become an important part of
our future business.

SMO Motor Fuels launched the
Retailer Excellence Program (REP)
at its first Dealer Convention in
Atlantic City, New Jersey. The
program, the first of its kind in
the region, provided a marketing
umbrella of business-building tools
to increase sales and financial
success for our dealer customers.
Since its inception, the REP program
has continued to expand in support
of our retailers and is considered
an industry first among fuel
wholesalers.

On April 28, 2002, a fierce tornado
tore through La Plata, destroying a
good portion of downtown La Plata,
including the Oak Avenue Dash
In. With a focus on working to use
tragedy to serve as a catalyst for
renewal, the company created a new
next-generation Dash In prototype
facility on Oak Avenue that opened
on April 17, 2003. The successful
model was informed by the Wills
Group’s commitment to appeal to
customers’ desire for convenience
and multiple product choices.

The year brought two significant
new innovations in our heating
fuel business. Southern Maryland
Oil and Delmarva Oil established
another industry first by
introducing an Above Ground
Tank Warranty program for our
customers. This program included
AST testing and replacement
features designed to give “peace of
mind” to our customers.

The company announced the
acquisition of 58 Texaco- and Shellbranded properties from Motiva
in the Richmond and Tidewater,
Virginia, markets. The transaction
enabled the company to enter
attractive contiguous markets,
expanding its market reach.

As the year came to a close, we
announced the acquisition of 137
Texaco- and Shell-branded motor
fuel outlets from Motiva. These
retailer-operated outlets included
a mix of service bays, convenience
stores, and car washes. The network
covered a large geography, spreading
from Southern Maryland through
the Baltimore metropolitan area to
the Wilmington, Delaware, market.
The deal more than doubled the
Wills Group’s motor fuels business,
providing for many exciting new
markets and opportunities.
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In September, Southern Maryland
Oil opened the Shymansky Institute
at the La Plata Plant. The Institute
was named to honor Joe Shymansky,
SMO’s first Service Manager, whose
vision was to have training become
an integral part of the company
culture.
First opened in 1988, the Institute
served as SMO’s training center
for all technical services. In
addition to providing 800 hours
per year of internal training, SMO
partnered with manufacturers in
the HVAC industry, various service
organizations, and the College of
Southern Maryland to develop the
new state-of-the-art facility. This,
too, marked another first in the
region.

Simultaneously, the Wills Group
capitalized on our new market
position to successfully acquire 13
outlets from Exxon’s Tidewater,
Virginia, withdrawal. Taken
together, these actions solidified
our position as the #1 wholesale
marketer in the Mid-Atlantic region.
As the year came to a close,
Southern Maryland Oil launched a
new propane marketing initiative
in the Southern Maryland territory.
Designed to broaden the company’s
fuel offerings, the effort leveraged
the firm’s successful Build-with-Oil
program in a concerted effort to gain
a greater share of the dynamic new
home market. Given the successful
propane expansion at Delmarva
Oil, everyone looked forward to this
exciting new venture.
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2000–2016
Expansion continued

2005

2006

2009

2010

In August, we acquired the heating
fuel business assets of the Gott
Company based in Calvert County.
The acquisition enabled us to
expand our presence in the propane
business in Southern Maryland,
and it became a springboard for our
propane marketing strategy.

The Splash In Car Wash brand was
introduced for the first time at three
sites in the Wilmington, Delaware,
market. Over the next 14 years,
Splash In’s brand grew into one of
the largest car wash chains in the
Mid-Atlantic region, with 47 facilities
across three states.

In July, we announced the formation
of a new business, Potomac Energy
Holdings (PEH), a joint venture with
Motiva Enterprises. Business assets
in the Washington, D.C. metropolitan
area were acquired, including 74
Shell brand retail locations in Prince
George’s, Montgomery, Frederick,
and Howard County, Maryland,
markets.

On February 14, we mourned the
loss of our extraordinary leader
and former president, Blackie Wills.
His business acumen and personal
charm will long be remembered.

transport fleet to Kenan. In doing so,
we entered into a contract for Kenan
to handle our hauling needs out of
the Fairfax, Baltimore, and Salisbury,
Maryland, supply terminals.

Chevron Texaco announced early
this year that it would no longer
market gasoline in the Eastern
United States, so in June, we ceased
our 84-year representation of the
Texaco brand. Chevron’s move is
illustrative of marketplace volatility,
but our company continues its
association with quality brands.
Shell remains our featured brand
while we also represent Exxon and
CITGO in our markets.

Autumn brought a plan to refresh
the Southern Maryland Oil and
Delmarva Oil brands. Each had
developed considerable brand
recognition within their respective
markets, and SMO in particular
had substantial brand longevity
and equity. Given the company’s
geographic growth beyond these
areas and strategic plans for both
entities to focus beyond oil to
propane and HVAC offerings, they
were hereafter referrered to by
their acronyms, SMO and DMO, and
together as SMO Energy.

Also in 2005, the Beantown Dash
In in Waldorf, Maryland, became
the first Dash In franchise, another
industry first in the region.
The Wills Group was honored as the
recipient of the Leading Edge Award
for its collaborative work with the
College of Southern Maryland “CSM”
Partnership in Education Award.
The partnership with CSM provided
students access to our Shymansky
Institute facility and enhanced our
training curriculum for Service
Technicians.

In October, the company introduced
a new concept called “Dash In
Sales Royalty” at the store at
Pennsylvania Avenue and Union
Street in Wilmington, Delaware.
This represented an evolution
in franchising for Dash In as a
component of our dealer support
programs.

On July 28, we announced the
acquisition of 16 Exxon dealer
properties in the Wilmington and
Newark, Delaware, markets from
Southside Oil Company. They were
merged into the SMO Motor Fuels
dealer network.
October brought a difficult
decision as we exited the petroleum
transport business by selling our
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As part of the brand refresh, we
also upgraded our websites and
introduced another industry first
with the launch of our customer
e-commerce portal. The portal
enables customers to arrange
services and manage their accounts
online.

2011

2013

2014

Our Retail Marketing team
successfully acquired four MACS’
Exxon stores in Charles County,
Maryland, expanding the company’s
retail base in our “home.”

We made the difficult decision to
sell our DMO subsidiary, along with
select retail stations in Tidewater,
Virginia, as the Wills Group exited
that market.

We acquired the Hein Brothers
business assets in August. This Glen
Burnie-based heating fuel business
provided an ideal opportunity to
expand the Wills Group market
share in Northern Anne Arundel
County, Maryland, and provide
logistical capabilities to grow further
north and west in the Baltimore
metropolitan area.

2012
August saw the acquisition of the
Besche Oil heating fuel business
based in Waldorf, expanding SMO’s
footprint in Maryland’s Charles,
Prince George’s, and St. Mary’s
counties. The acquisition expanded
the reach of SMO Energy and
introduced HVAC services.

SMO Energy announced another
first by introducing “Same Day”
Delivery for our will-call clients.
For years, our will-call base was
provided limited prioritization, and
also represented a small percentage
of our overall heating oil volume.
In 2008 with the rise in heating oil
prices, clients began trending away
from automatic delivery service to
managing their own tank reserves.
That trend has continued in the
industry and the will-call market
represents a much larger percentage
of the overall heating oil market.
SMO doubled the will-call volume in
the first two years of the program.

Dash In unveiled its new
Neighborhood Concept with the
opening of its new Fairway Village
store in St. Charles, Maryland.
The village design conveys a
modern, contemporary look with a
hometown feel. The store features a
self-serve Grill Bar, Made-To-Order
sandwiches, and Gourmet coffee, all
supported by state-of-the-art digital
marketing.
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2000–2016
Expansion continued

2015

2016

In keeping with the company’s
tradition of being a leader in
employee benefits, we announced
the introduction of a formal
Maternity and Paternity leave
program for new moms and dads.

The company completed a major
corporate brand refresh effort in
2016. This resulted in a new brand
identity for the Wills Group and
a renewed purpose for our next
decade: Lives in Motion. The new
Wills Group brand identity informs a
renewed effort to build an employer
brand, supporting ongoing employee
recruitment efforts and professional
development. We turned inward to
focus on the connection between
leadership development and
future growth.
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The Wills Group partnered with
an outside firm to immerse highpotential leaders in a rigorous
leadership development program
to create a talent advantage.
The first of its kind for the
Wills Group, the program geared
high-performing teams toward
a growth mindset to respond
with agility to changing business
dynamics and shifting customer
demands.

The corporate brand refresh also
included a broader commitment to
Community Engagement, which
included the creation of the Blackie
Wills Community Leadership Fund.
Finally, in 2016, the Wills Group
renewed its Customer Focus with
a focus on becoming the preferred
choice for employees, customers,
and business partners, wherever
we do business!

23

2017–2021
New Beginnings

2017
In December, we acquired Motiva’s
50 percent interest in Potomac
Energy Holdings, LLC, to gain 100
percent control of the company.
This established PEH as a wholly
owned subsidiary, which would
prove to be a very profitable and
wise decision for the enterprise.
We hosted the inaugural Blackie
Wills Golf Classic and Gala in
September. Named in honor of our
long-serving President and CEO, J.
Blacklock Wills, Sr., The golf classic
was created to support the Blackie
Wills Community Leadership Fund
and raised more than $500,000 its
first year.

2018
In 2018, the Wills Group received
the Philanthropist of the Year
Award from Chesapeake Charities
in recognition of its stewardship
of several key partnerships
demonstrating the company’s
deepening commitment to the
local community.
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2019
The outcomes of these partnerships
included providing more than 1.5
million meals for children in need
and 678 Maryland households with
heating equipment.
The Grand Opening of Dash In’s
first 5,600 square foot, large-format
prototype store took place at
Bridgewood Crossing in Midlothian,
Virginia. For the first time, Dash In
offered a mix of local craft beers to
customers that enabled customers
to choose between a 64-ounce
growler or a 32-ounce crowler, both
filled in-store.
We acquired the retail fuel and
convenience store business of
Tevis Oil, Inc. The acquisition was
finalized in September of that
year and included all of Tevis Oil’s
retail business, consisting of nine
retail locations, located primarily in
Carroll County, Maryland, and one in
Southern Pennsylvania. This created
significant market share in a region
where we previously only had one
location.

2019 was a transformative year for
the Wills Group. After more than 56
years in our headquarters on Crain
Highway, we moved into our newly
renovated headquarters in the heart
of La Plata on Centennial Street.
The move took place in April and
featured a welcome reception for
employees.
In May, we made the difficult
decision to sell SMO Energy
to Griffith Energy Services. In
looking at our long-term strategy,
we made the decision to focus on
the expansion of our retail line
of businesses, including Dash In,
Splash In, and SMO Motor Fuels,
the areas we feel have the greatest
potential for future growth. Griffith
Energy Services agreed to continue
the legacy of the SMO Energy brand
and offer employment to the SMO
Energy employees that customers
had come to know and trust,
including the office staff, delivery
drivers, and service technicians.

In May, we also opened our first
tunnel Splash In ECO Car Wash
with the redevelopment of our
legacy fuel facility on Old Branch
Avenue in Clinton, Maryland. One
of the highlights of this opening was
the simultaneous introduction of
the first-ever monthly membership
program for Splash In. We were
pleased to see that in the first
month, the tunnel car wash and
the membership model were
well-received by the community.
In June, we hosted the community
and our partners at our new
headquarters. The “Here for Good”
event celebrated our commitment
to the La Plata community along
with our expanded commitment to
community engagement across
the Mid-Atlantic region.
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2017–2021
New Beginnings continued

2020
2020 was a remarkable year as we,
and the entire world, responded to
a global pandemic and one of the
largest social justice movements
in modern times, deeply impacting
our employees, customers, and
communities. We came together
and, in unprecedented fashion,
found new ways to care for, listen
to, and support each other through
challenging times. We worked
quickly to ensure that employees
could make the transition to
working from home and worked
throughout the year to ensure
the health and well-being of, and
connection to, our employees. We
instituted virtual events and town
halls to ensure we stayed in touch
and stayed together.
We also affirmed our commitment
to Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion
with a promise that our teams
reflect the diverse communities we
serve as we embrace the uniqueness
of individuals and support equitable
opportunities for belonging at the
Wills Group.

26

2021
In doing so, we believe we can
leverage employee voices in
business processes to deliver
products, services, and experiences
that exceed customer expectations.
Our commitment to community
engagement only increased over
the course of the year with the
Wills Group providing $500,000 in
unrestricted grants to four regional
food banks and three Southern
Maryland non-profit organizations.
Dash In stores participated in the
first Lift Up activation, providing
free breakfast sandwiches to
healthcare professionals and first
responders. The program also
included a component that enabled
Dash In customers to send
Snack-O-Grams to a healthcare
professional or first responder.
The Snack-O-Gram included a free
snack and/or beverage along with
a personalized customer message.
2,500 Snack-O-Grams were delivered
to 10 healthcare organizations
and fire departments in Delaware,
Maryland, and Virginia.

The Wills Group then worked
with Lifestyles of Maryland, the
Maryland Food Bank, Maryland
Department of Transportation,
and local officials to host a mobile
food bank at our headquarters. The
mobile food bank provided families
in need with the opportunity to
drive into our headquarters parking
lot and secure a food donation in a
contactless environment.
This year, the Wills Group was
also recognized by the Washington
Business Journal – and was ranked
11th on its Corporate Philanthropy
List.

In 2021, the Wills Group celebrated
its 95th year in business. With the
global pandemic still a concern, we
hosted virtual events throughout
the year, working hard to recognize
employees. At a virtual town hall
in February, we celebrated the
company’s renewed Philosophy and
Values to reinforce the culture and
heritage of the organization. The
year-long celebration concluded
with the fifth annual Blackie Wills
Golf Classic at the Turf Valley Golf
Resort.
Chairman, President, and CEO,
J. Blacklock “Lock” Wills Jr., retired
in March and remains Executive
Chairman. He was succeeded by
his son, Julian B. “Blackie” Wills III
as President and Chief Operating
Officer. The announcement was
informed by a disciplined approach
on the part of the Wills Group to
ensure a smooth succession of
leadership. The announcement also
made clear our ongoing commitment
to the Wills Group’s renewed focus
to expand its retail lines of business,
including Dash In, Splash In ECO
Car Wash, and SMO Motor Fuels.

In 2021, CStore Decisions
recognized Dash In for excellence
in Food Service, with the magazine
acknowledging that even amid the
pandemic, Dash In continued to
re-evaluate and upgrade its menu
by adding high-quality items made
onsite, including fresh sandwiches,
quesadillas, wraps, and even fish.
The Wills Group continued its
commitment to community
engagement, distributing another
$500,000 in grants to regional food
banks to help families in need. The
Wills Group community engagement
effort also expanded to focus on
Enhancing Outdoor Spaces, with
the first project taking place at the
Edgewater Library in La Plata.

For more than 95 years, our
company has been committed
to providing outstanding service
and products at fair prices. We
have remained financially strong
through foresight, planning, and
the ability to perceive and secure
opportunities. We have honored
our employees as our most
valuable asset and the impetus
behind all of our achievements.
Our renewed purpose – Lives in
Motion – builds on that legacy and
the accomplishments, milestones,
and achievements marked
throughout our first 95 years.
When we first printed our history
book, we noted that we “live in
times of extraordinary change,”
and given the past two years’
events, we can certainly say that
observation remains to be true.
To continue to succeed, we must
continue to embrace innovation
and explore new ideas, be open to
learning from failure, and always
work together to adapt with an
open mind.

Above all, we must continue our
collective commitment to put
our customers at the center of
everything we do.
Lives in Motion is the guiding idea
behind how we will continue to
work together to move forward.
Our combined efforts help
lives move forward every day.
This purpose shows us that
customer-centricity goes beyond
meeting the most obvious needs;
it’s about understanding the
things that matter most in our
customers’ lives. We are proud
to have demonstrated this
commitment to our customers and
communities with over $2.5 million
in charitable contributions and
grants to organizations serving
our neighbors from 2016 to 2021.
This ongoing commitment and
customer-focused mindset will
inform our continued growth
and ensure that we maintain our
position as the preferred choice
for employees, customers, and
business partners.
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