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Lyle Dews v. Halliburton Industries, Inc.
Supreme Court of Arkansas
288 Ark. 532, 708 S. W.2d 67 (1986)

HOLT, CHIEF JUSTICE
At issue in this case is who is to pay eleven different companies
approximately half of a million dollars for work performed while
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drilling an oil well. The chancellor held the appellant, Lyle Dews
and Bruce Massey are responsible for the debt. We agree. It is from
that judgment that this appeal is brought. Our jurisdiction is pursuant
to Sup. Ct. R.29 (1) (c) and (d).

Crystal Oil Co. owned certain leases covering lands in the
southeast quarter and the north half of the southwest quarter, section
10, township 20S, range 25W, in Lafayette County, Arkansas.
Crystal executed a farmout agreement of these leases with Dews on
May 4, 1982. The terms of the farmout required Dews, at his
expense, to drill a test well by May 15, 1982 and continue drilling
to a depth sufficient to test the Cotton Valley Formation. If
production was obtained, Crystal was required to assign Dews an
interest in the leasehold estate. Crystal reserved an overriding royalty
interest. If the first well was drilled, the agreement gave Dews the
option to drill additional wells on the remaining acreage. The
agreement was extended until July 15, 1982.Dews paid no
consideration for this farmout.

Dews then entered into an agreement with Bruce Massey
whereby Massey would pay Dews $50,000.00 in exchange for
Dews assigning to Massey his right to the leasehold estate under the
Crystal-Dews agreement and subject to the terms of the Crystal-Dews
agreement. Dews reserved 5% of the leasehold estate as an
overriding royalty interest. Massey agreed in return to cause the well
to be drilled as required by the Crystal-Dews farmout agreement.

Drilling operations began prior to July 15, 1982 and the well
was completed as a producing well on November 14, 1982. All of
the claimants in this case were hired by Massey to supply labor or
material for drilling the well.
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As a result of the drilling and completion of the well, Dews
received his assignment of leases from Crystal. Dews never assigned
his right to Massey pursuant to their agreement, because Massey
never paid Dews the $50, 000. 00 in a manner satisfactory to Dews.

Some of the various companies responsible for drilling the well
filed suit against Massey in an attempt to collect the money owed to
them. Dews was brought in as a party defendant and Dews then
cross-claimed against all of the companies.

The chancellor found that Massey did not appear and defend
and was therefore in default, and that Massey and Dews were jointly
and severally liable for the companies’ claims. Each company was
awarded a money judgment, for a total of $519,397.60 plus
interest. In addition, all but one of the companies were allowed
statutory liens against the leasehold estate, and all claimants were
granted constructive, equitable liens upon all funds held by any
purchaser of the oil or gas produced from the well.

Numerous issues are raised on appeal and on a cross-appeal filed
by one of the companies. The chancellor based Dews’ liability for the
money owed on four alternative grounds. We agreed with one of the
reasons, therefore, the chancellor is affirmed as to the money judgment.

1. Quasi-contract

In holding Dews liable under a quasi-contract theory, the
chancellor found that the claimants provided valuable services and
materials to the well, which services and materials were anticipated
by the parties and were necessary to the completion of the well. Since
Dews claims ownership of the well by virtue of the assignment from
Crystal, and has accepted the well and the work performed by the
claimants, the court held Dews would be unjustly enriched if he
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were not required to pay for the work.

Quasi-contracts, or contracts implied in law, are legal fictions,
created by the law to do justice. They do not rest upon the express or
implied assent of the parties. Rather, the underlying principle is that
one person should not unjustly enrich himself at the expense of
another. To find unjust enrichment, a party must have received
something of value, to which he was not entitled and which he must
restore. There must also be some operative act, intent, or situation to
make the enrichment unjust and compensable. The basis for recovery
under this theory is the benefit that the party has received and it is
restitutionary in nature. Recovery may be had under quasi-contract
where services have been performed, whether requested or not,
which have benefited a party. Courts, however, will only imply a
promise to pay for services where they were rendered in such
circumstances as authorized the party performing them to entertain a
reasonable expectation of their payment by the party beneficiary.
Quasi-contracts rest on the equitable principle that “whatsoever it is
certain that a man ought to do, that the law supposes him to have
promised to do. Where a party has in good faith rendered a service,
not illegal or contrary to public policy, and the other party has
accepted and used the service, the former may recover. ”

That is the situation we are confronted with here. The appellees
provided valuable services and materials for the well, without which
the well never would have been drilled. Because the well was drilled
and is producing, Dews received his assignment. Dews was
undoubtedly enriched by appellees’ actions.

As to the unjust aspect, the testimony at the trial demonstrated
that Dews was aware that the companies were rendering valuable



