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This book is dedicated to my wife, Patricia, who has had the patience of Job for looking after me during my recovery since I had my strokes, as I would have killed me had I been her. 

She has shown unflinching endurance, dedication and loyalty, as it would have been easier to look after a lion with a bad toothache that had not eaten a thing for a month, than a bad tempered bar-steward like me. THANK YOU, Pat.
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Patricia and I in Montana, 1999.


	
 

 

 

Many thanks to my eldest daughter Elizabeth (Lil) for her devotion, skill and time in editing this book given her busy schedule, as I doubt very much that I could have done it myself.

Thank you Lil, XX

 

 


Thanks also to Ian Farrington for proofreading this book and to Kay Gallwey-Chand for the brilliant cover art work.


	

INTRODUCTION


This is a book about my experience of 50 years working all over the world as an engineer, from major oil and gas companies (including the shady ones) to oil rigs, FPSO’s refineries, gas plants and universities in some extremely interesting places, with highly interesting people. And yes, by interesting, I almost always mean odd. And sometimes just downright dangerous.

I was born in Walton, Liverpool, in 1947, which some might say was dangerous enough. After leaving school at 15, like most of us did, I trained as a marine engineer officer in Liverpool and started going away to sea. On leaving the Merchant Navy, I tried various and very mundane jobs in engineering in Liverpool but couldn’t get ships and travel out of my head.

I tried various factory jobs in engineering that I found were too boring. Then I started working on pilot ships in the Mersey and Irish Sea. This was the beginning of a working life that wasn’t what ‘we all did’, a life that took a young working-class lad to countries now vastly changed in terms of culture and politics - for better and for worse. 

The result of all this is a different kind of travel book. The 30 chapters, each a different adventure in a different world, offer a unique perspective on a life. I retired earlier than expected, due to having had two major strokes at the age of 65 that failed to finish me off. By then, the job had tried to finish me off several times, from being bombed in Basra in the Iran/Iraq War of 1980-88 to being almost entirely awake during an appendicitis operation in Homs, Syria. From possible encounters with the KGB and the Russian and American Mafia to definite encounters with poisonous snakes - both the reptilian and human variety.

There are laughs amid the peril and of course a lot of booze. There is also some highly colourful language and my attempt to capture the syntax of the characters along the way, including my Scouse self, may not be to everyone’s taste in our current climate. But this was a different climate, all 30 of them. I hope you enjoy them as much as I did. Well, as much as I did writing about them in any case.

Ken Hopley, 2022.
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First seagoing trip to USA & Mexico, 1967. Posing in my new officer’s uniform with purple Junior Engineer’s stripes.
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Same trip, different uniform. Bunch of engineering officers having a beer break during engine repairs (yours truly on far left). Temp on deck: 110 degrees F.


	

SURVIVAL COURSES


A rebreather is a device which can be used in an emergency. You breathe out and expel the air, a third of which is C02, carbon dioxide, that is in your lungs, allowing you to rebreathe the expelled air. That’s the theory. 

So here am I again, strapped into a seat in a mock helicopter, waiting to be submerged in a swimming pool as part of a survival course. I had experienced this ‘dunking’ several times. Basically, you can’t work on an oil rig without surviving a dunking. Mock helicopters, by the way, are basically a tin can with side openings representing doors and windows – not very realistic but you can escape quite easily. Just right for nervous people. 

On this occasion, I was strapped next to a very nervous first-timer. As the ‘old hand’, I advised him to hold on to the window ledge next to him. Not a bad piece of advice as, when the chopper rotates upside down underwater, it’s easy to get disoriented and forget which way is up. By holding the ledge, you can just follow your arm straight out of the open window. Again, in theory.

Of course a real helicopter has rotating blades, so after being submerged and rotated, strapped upside down in a seat, you are then told to count to seven, allowing time for the imagined rotating rotors to stop so as not to be cut in half. I doubt many, if any, students did that full count. I know I didn’t on my first time.

On this occasion all seemed to be going according to plan. Splash, rotate, wait. 1… 2… 3… 4… 5… 6… 7. I’m just about to unbuckle my safety belt and get the hell out of the now-flooded chopper/bean can through my window to the surface, when what can only be described as a huge arse passed by my face. In a sheer panic, the first-timer had lost sight of his intended escape route and was going straight for mine! To stay alive, I now had to push this arse’s arse through the window, a surmountable problem perhaps, had it not been for a couple more things… This particular mock helicopter in Singapore was actually less of a bean can. It had windows and doors fitted to make things more realistic (and more difficult) and they had added lashings of cold seawater to contend with too. Looking down, I could see the water quickly going over my ankles, then up over my knees, then chest high and coming up to my chin… 

Time to activate the rebreather, I thought. I blew and exhaled into it as much as I could. Now completely underwater, I tried to breathe in. Nothing came out. It had malfunctioned. I was strapped to my seat, upside down, with cold salt water in my eyes, and had to find an arse-free door or window to escape through. Oh and did I mention it was dark as well? After what seemed like a lifetime, I unbuckled my belt with freezing cold hands. In moments like this, time stops. You are still upside down, totally disoriented and near blind as the cold salt water has hit you full in the face. The window is packed with arse, so you’re now groping for a door. Then you have to find the locking mechanism (each helicopter has different types), open it, and in the meantime, try to take a breath, not remembering that the rebreather is malfunctioning.

Now the panic gets you. You are thinking: ‘I am actually going to die,’ but there’s no time for a flashback through your life like drowning people get in the movies. The door miraculously opens and you go for the surface coughing and spluttering and try to look cool and make out that it was a piece of cake.

James Bond never had these problems. He ended up with a Martini, shaken not stirred, and a dolly bird at his side, as he gets his gun out and shoots the baddie before squeezing his latest squeeze.

Cough/splutter. Get dressed, then go for a pint, shaken and scared!

Welcome to the world of oil and gas.
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Waiting my turn in the bean can (I’m in the yellow helmet in the back). ESSA Training Centre, Angola.


	

EGYPT & SAUDI ARABIA


1978

(‘Mr Kent’ - unexpected surveyor, architect and camel victim.)

My contract was signed and my air tickets and itinerary had come by post. This was my first overseas contract and I didn’t know what was awaiting me. I had been working as an engineer on the Liverpool pilot ships, a job that I loved and it was on my doorstep. The decline in the port of Liverpool soon brought the inevitable redundancies. Sad people with pretend happy faces due to the redundancy package that they knew wouldn’t last were the norm over the remaining weeks. It was becoming ten green bottles as, one by one, personnel were laid off. I couldn’t stand the lingering, the adieus and of course the drinking sessions as the latest victim was obliged to stand a round of drinks followed by a good few more and it felt like every Friday I was getting home half-pissed. I had to move fast as mortgage repayments have a habit of coming round too quickly for comfort. I started to apply for overseas work, even for jobs that I had never done nor had any experience of. It was: ‘get the job first then learn it later.’ 

One of the positions that I had applied for, but didn’t think I’d get, I got. It was at Jeddah International Airport as a maintenance planning engineer. So I had a great deal of trepidation due to a lack of knowledge of the job, the country and what to expect when I got there. I was on my way to Cairo, en route to Jeddah, the seaport on the Red Sea. I stepped off the plane and breathed in. It was like an oven but had the aroma of a Turkish men’s toilet in downtown Istanbul (I would imagine). The taxi ride was a nightmare. I don’t know what it is about some Arab taxi drivers but they drive as if being chased by a raging bull and wearing a diver’s lead boot on their accelerator foot. Then they arrive at their destination, pick their noses and fall asleep. I was in the suicide seat and consternation was setting in. Cairo taxis do not have M.O.T.s! Basically, I was shitting myself. How do you slow this bastard down? “Swayer, swayer!” (Slow, slow!) came from the ‘safety’ of a rear seat. (“Swayer, swayer, you cupid stunt!” as the late Kenny Everett would say.) He grinned at me with a full set of bad teeth and dead-donkey breath. 

At the hotel, our spirits lifted as the bar was still open and we could laugh about our situation. We were a team of seven, our agent called us his Magnificent Seven, but he was blinded by his commission. One of the guys was a rotund painting inspector from Blackpool, who had worked in the Middle East before and seemed to know the score, which was handy. I took an instant liking to him; he was full of jokes, hearty and good-humoured and nothing seemed to bother him. I later found him to be very good company, which was needed on this project as, away from home, you can soon find yourself on a downer. This guy had the ability to make light of a bad situation and would soon have you laughing when you met him. The world could do with more people like him. As the hotel was full, I had to share a room with a supercilious old fart. Every time somebody laughed he would tut, tut, and would say, “Bloody children.” I was lucky that it was only for one night. 

The flight to Jeddah wasn’t until late afternoon, so I took in the Cairo museum and was chuffed to see the Tutankhamun exhibition. In the mummys’ room, you could actually see their teeth and hair. I found myself alone looking at some of the wonders of the world, when a hand shook my shoulder, which I am sure didn’t do wonders for my heart. It was one of the Seven. 

“We’re off to see the Pyramids.” 

“That sounds good, wait for me.” 

The Great Pyramid, I must admit, was quite awe-inspiring, but I found the Sphinx a disappointment as it was a lot smaller than I had envisaged and had been cordoned off and surrounded by scaffolding due to restoration work being carried out. Its face was being eaten away by dreaded pollution which was getting a hold. 

“Mister, mister, you want ride my camel?” 

“No, go away.” 

“I no charge.” This sounded like a good deal. Having never ridden a camel round the pyramids before, or in fact anywhere else, I was captured. The ugly, smelly beast crouched down, followed by the camel. I was tempted to step on his back and up onto the beast but he was only picking up something that he had dropped. The camel protested, totally annoyed that I had dared climb on board. I was whip-lashed back and forward quite violently (it would make good astronaut training) then off we went and, after about twenty yards, the camel driver said: “You pay now?” 

“You told me you no charge.” 

“Yes, that is correct. I no charge, but camel, he charges. He has to eat, pay the rent, TV licence.” I thought, ‘You naughty boy,’ but couldn’t help but smile at the cheek of it. What else was I expecting? Nothing is free in this world, especially a camel ride round the pyramids. After some bartering, I managed to get away with giving him about two pounds sterling. But I did get a hat off him and took some good photos. I had read about a young lad in Barnsley who was suffering from leukaemia, who collected hats of every type, so I sent him the camel driver’s hat and a photo of me wearing it next to the pyramid. He sent me a St Christopher medal.

I packed, showered and set off for the airport. Cairo airport was then just a bit better than a Nissan hut and hot as hell. I had a most welcome cold beer or two, our last ones before I returned to Blighty, or so I thought. The plane was a Boeing 747, a Saudi Airlines Jumbo, full of men dressed in dishdashas on their way to Mecca to become hajjis. Every male Muslim tries to make this once-in-a-lifetime pilgrimage. I was bursting for a pee and went to the toilet and opened the door without the engaged sign displayed to find a man standing on the seat having a number two. I found all the toilets were all full of these chaps standing on the seats number two-ing. I returned to my seat and, as I walked down the aisle, had to step over some pilgrims who were sat on the floor. To my horror they were just about to light a Primus stove to make tea. I thought, ‘Oh shit,’ as you do when somebody is making tea, right over the 747’s wings, which contain the fuel. I asked the French stewardess, who was almost out of her mind with the tribesmen, to help me stop them. Most of them had probably never seen a car before let alone a huge aeroplane. To our relief, somebody could speak Arabic and between us, we managed to avoid what could have been a disaster. I could see a typical Sun headline: ‘Jumbo jet blows up over brew up in mid air.’ Going through customs was a sheer delight. I watched a Saudi customs officer searching a young Indian who was wearing the ubiquitous flared trousers, wide-collar pastel-coloured shirt and Gary Glitter platform shoes. He wanted to search his shoes, so what did he do? He hammered the poor guy’s (probably only) pair of shoes on the side of his desk until the heels came off, then just tossed the now-destroyed shoes in a bin and told him to go. 

We were driven to the company guest house and settled in for the night, thanks to the lack of any bars. The next day we ventured into town, found a cafe and sat outside drinking fresh orange juice, when the wailing started. 

“What’s that?” we said in unison. All the shops were closing, shutters were being hastily shut and people were running each and every which way, as if an air raid had started. It was prayer time and it was the Moi’zan calling all Muslims to prayer. What should we do? 

“Just sit here until it goes away,” seemed a good suggestion. We were sitting minding our own business, when a Muttawa (religious policeman) started shouting and bawling at us – for what, we didn’t have a clue with this being our first time in Saudi Arabia. He went away but soon returned with a real policeman, who immediately knocked all our drinks off the table with his swagger stick and pulled out a gun. 

“Oh shit. I think he is telling us in his polite way to fuck off!” We had been sitting drinking orange juice, minding our own business, which had infuriated the Muttawa because it was their prayer time. We didn’t know what he expected us to do. It is incredible what freedom we (and many foreigners) have in the UK and yet you can’t look sideways in some of these countries. The things we do for oil and contracts. 

Back at the company guest house I was on the balcony, looking down and recognised a face from the past. It was Thelma, my sister’s childhood best friend from Norway! What a coincidence and what a small world we live in. We used to play together when we were kids. She recognised me and we both said each other’s name in unison. I couldn’t believe it. I shot down to have a chat and a huge catch-up. It must have been at least thirty-five years since we last saw each other and she had hardly changed. She had married an American pilot, had two children and was based here, whilst her husband trained Saudi pilots in Jeddah. Brave man. 

“What are you doing tomorrow evening?” she asked. “We’re having a dinner party, I’d love you to come and meet everyone and talk about our childhood.” Invitation accepted!

Next day we had to go into the office for all the necessary registrations, visas and handing over of our passports. I didn’t like the idea of my passport being taken but what can one do? The office was full of pompous men, all wearing long white dishdashas, looking like ghosts, bossing people about like school children. That evening, I went round to Thelma’s earlier as I couldn’t wait to get out of the boring guesthouse. 

“Sorry I didn’t bring any wine. Off-licence was closed.” A joke as Saudi Arabia is a dry country.

“No problem, we have loads of booze here,” said Thelma’s husband, asking me my preference. Phew. He told me that he was a pilot with the American air force and was now on a two-year secondment pilot-training program with the Royal Saudi Air Force. The other guests started to arrive. They were either pilots, or from the American embassy, hence the reason for the abundance of booze. During dinner, there was an explosion in one of the cupboards, followed by another, then another. “Shit!” Thelma’s husband exclaimed, as some of the home-brew beer had started to pop their tops. It turned out to be a very interesting evening, lots of good conversation and laughs. I offered to babysit for them, which turned out to be a good arrangement, as I could escape from the guesthouse and watch a movie on TV, have some beers and good food. 

The next day, I found to my dismay that my colleagues had departed for other parts of the Kingdom and I was stuck in Jeddah on my own. My first day at work, I was introduced to my boss, an American. He greeted me and told me that I was the new building surveyor. 

“No that’s not me. I’m here as a planning engineer.”

“You sure you’re not a building surveyor?”

“Quite sure.”

“Shi-it.’ Which I am sure is one of America’s favourite expletives. And becoming one of mine too. We went to see the base manager. I sat down in his office and the ubiquitous chai arrived on the scene. Tea is always served in small glasses and very sweet. You are never asked if you want sugar or not, it’s always assumed that you like half sugar / half tea, mixed. “What is the problem?” 

“The problem is, I am not a building surveyor.” 

“But you are engineer, you can do this, no problem.” 

So that was that, I was now the new building surveyor at the Royal Saudi Air Force Base. 

I had a team of craftsmen/tradesmen working for me, of all nationalities under the sun. One was a giant carpenter from the Yemen and there were plumbers, builders, electricians from India, Egypt, Africa, locals and every Tom, Dick and Harry. They couldn’t pronounce my name Ken so used to call me Mr Kent after the cigarettes, which made them laugh. I just got on with the job in hand, surveying buildings as best I could, because I had decided that it was pointless to argue. So I went round surveying the buildings; the roofs, walls, gutters, cracked toilets (yuk). I used to abhor inspecting the toilets, as I could never hold my breath long enough. One had to feel sorry for the plumbers – what a shit job! I would then go back to my office and write out the work orders for the work to be carried out, easy-peasy. 

My office window happened to be facing the main runway and I could see all the aeroplanes landing and taking off. What’s that goal doing there? Surely they don’t play football by the runway? I was soon to find out it was where the local butcher slaughtered… whatever he slaughtered. One day a goat had caught the smell of the butcher’s apron and bolted, with the butcher in hot pursuit. I suppose that is why it is called a runway. I could just imagine a British Airways pilot coming in to land and seeing that scene up ahead: “I say, what the eff is that?” One of the main runways was under repair, when an Egypt Air jet came in on the same runway. It landed, bounced over excavated soil, chopped some poor bloke’s head clean off and careered down the runway, the plane that is. All credit to Egypt Air how quickly they evacuated the plane with minimum carnage. Pity about the poor guy who had an unexpected hair cut that day. 

One day, I walked into the one of the billets, just as lunch was being served. I very foolishly said “Kwais” (“good” in Arabic) so they beckoned me to join them in their goat dip meal, full of everything - and I mean everything. I tried desperately to get out of it by patting my tummy trying to make out that I was full but they were not having it. I put my hand in the bowl and tried to bypass the eyeballs and made a stab for the rice, hoping that the rice hadn’t been too near them. My American boss, who was married to a Thai woman, used to go to the Thai canteen for his lunch every day. One day he took me. I thought, ‘I’ll just have a bowl of chicken soup, can’t go wrong with that.’ Until I saw the innards of the chicken, oh and a foot thrown in for good measure - and must not forget the skin. I just drank the soup. The Thai chef came over to us, spotted that I had almost finished and gave me the Thai equivalent of a thumbs-up and, to my horror, topped up my bowl again. The Thais, like the Chinese, will eat anything. Never stand still by them or you’re in the pot. 

Another thing that used to amaze me in this country were the abandoned cars by the side of the road. Some were almost new, a Mercedes that probably just had a simple problem wrong with it, even a flat tyre. The Saudis would simply abandon them and get another, rather than taking the trouble to fix it. 

Jeddah was getting me down with me being on my own, plus the job was so boring so I requested a transfer, telling my boss that, “I hadn’t come to Saudi Arabia to work as a building surveyor.” It’s all very well inspecting cracks and gutters but to do another professional job that you are not trained to do is a definite no. As nobody could do my job who hadn’t had the training either, I eventually got my transfer and headed for Riyadh, the Saudi capital. I boarded the Saudi Airways flight and found myself sitting next to a Saudi woman dressed in their national costume. She had one of those beaked masks on her face and stared at me for most of the flight as if I was from Mars. I pity Saudi women. I don’t know what it is like now but in the seventies in Saudi Arabia, you would never see women on the streets, or in shops, and they never worked. It was a shock to see Arab women go into the sea fully clothed, head scarves on as well. The secretaries were nearly always Indians, Thais or Filipino men. I assume the women must have been prisoners in their own homes.

I landed in Riyadh, went straight to the head office and was greeted by another American. “Hi, Ken, been expecting you, you’re our new building surveyor?” 

“No!” 

“Shi-it, but that’s what it says here.” 

“I am a mechanical engineer, here to set up a planned maintenance programme, I am not a building surveyor.”

“You god-damn Limeys are a pain in the ass.” 

I was losing my temper now. “Look, I can’t help it if the company has made a mistake and hired the wrong person!”

Our tempers now subsided and we both calmed down. He looked at something on his desk. “Why hey, we got a position in Kay-mus-moo-shi-ite.” 

“Where?” He meant Khamis Mushait, which was North Saudi, up in the mountain region. “Yeh, maintenance engineer supervisor.” 

“Sounds OK.” I would have agreed with any job as long as it wasn’t a bloody building surveyor. 

I flew to Abba, where the base was and drove the remainder of the way to Khamis Mushait. I entered the main office and this time it was a Saudi who greeted me. A tray of chai appeared, with the usual, nossa noss (fifty-fifty) sugar tea mix. The dentist must do a roaring trade in these parts. He prattled on. “I am in charge of this base and I want it to be the best in the company.” I nodded in agreement. “I would like you first to give me an artist’s impression and then an estimate of the cost.” 

“Pardon? Excuse me, but what position am I assigned to here in Khamis Mushait?” 

And no word of a lie, he said: “Architect. Quantity surveyor.” 

As I picked myself up off the floor, he was still blathering on about swimming pools and leisure centres. I left his office with an overwhelming feeling of utter doom and was shunted into another office to get indoctrinated with the company’s policies, etc. The superintendent was a huge black American, who, after shaking hands and sitting down, immediately fell asleep in the middle of the conversation. I sat there, wondering what I had said that was so boring. He woke up with a start, carried on indoctrinating, then fell asleep again. ‘What is wrong with this guy?!’ He woke again and apologised, then put my mind at ease for a brief moment by informing me that he suffered from sleeping sickness. ‘Great,’ I thought, as he was going to drive me around the place and this was a mountainous region. By some miracle, I managed to survive the ordeal as you may have guessed and he didn’t fall asleep at the wheel. Allah must have been watching over us. 

I had now made my mind up that come tomorrow, I was going to resign. I got to my room and thought of all the time that I had wasted on this job. I took a quick shower and went for dinner. Who should be in the dining room, but the painting inspector from Blackpool. I was never so glad to see someone in my life. I told him of my situation; he laughed and said, “No problem, just do it.” The next day in the office, he called me over. “Hey, Scouse, look at this.” He had found a letter in his desk from a guy from Louisiana who was asking his friend to get him fixed up with a job. It went something like this: ‘Howdy, Herb, can you get me a job in Saudi Arabia? An engineer’s job? I’ve had lots of experience back home fixin’ and mendin’ things for ma around the farm. Be nice to meet up agin! Ma and Willy send their greetings to you. You take good care of yourself now, Jake.’

After we had stopped choking, I sat at my desk and thought, ‘Sod it’. I was not too bad at art in school and fixin’ and mendin’ things. So I set out to do an artist’s impression of the swimming pool and recreation facility. I must admit, I quite enjoyed doing it. Artwork completed, I popped in to show the Saudi base manager. Well, he was over the moon with my drawings. “Kwais, shukran. (Good, thank you.) Please start with the swimming pool and give me a price for it, we should be able to start the civil work soon.” Artist’s impressions no problem, but how do I get a price for it? Luck was with me as there just happened to be a Swedish base next to ours that had a swimming pool. I went to see their camp boss and explained my predicament. He showed me around the pump house and filtration system. I made copious notes and sketches of the plumbing arrangements and he gave me the names and addresses of various suppliers. “Fuck them, stick any price down, they have more money than sense,” was the advice from the painting inspector. 

I felt that I had to be a little bit more precise than that so I spent the week visiting suppliers, getting prices and delivery dates for pumps, filters, plumbing, cement, tiles and even tables and chairs for the pool. I somehow managed to get a price together and the Saudi manager didn’t bat an eyelid. “Told you didn’t I?” the painting inspector said. Next day, the manager wanted to see me. “The King is coming here next month and I want to impress him with our base.” I nodded, dreading what was coming. He continued, “I was thinking of an archway over the road in front of the base.” ‘Oh shit,’ I thought. It was getting into the realms of fantasy here. “An archway? A permanent structure?” “No, no, I mean, something like an advertising hoarding.” I could see it now, the archway falling on top of the King as he passed under it and me being beheaded or jailed for life. The archway was the next project while I waited for the civil work to start for the swimming-pool complex. For the artwork, I incorporated the company’s colours, alongside the Saudi coat of arms. The manager was delighted and immediately ordered it to be made. I never saw it built or erected I am very glad to say. The King survived and so did I, so I reckon it must have been OK.

I was about to prod a chip, when I heard this awful wailing coming from the kitchen. “Oh god, no, no, not John, Johneeeey!” Steve, the company secretary, had just heard on the radio, that John ‘The Dook’ Wayne, had just ridden off into the sunset for the very last time and he was hysterical. “Silly c*nt,” the painting inspector exclaimed. It was interesting times. You could be sitting in the TV lounge and a slimy male local would walk in smelling of old Old Spice. You would then hear a door click open and the bottle of aftershave would disappear into Steve’s quarters. You could hear all the sound effects through the wall. As our base housed the American F15 jet fighters, the security was supposed to be tight but it was nothing to see a security guard throw his rifle to the ground to hug and kiss a friend. I was driving through the main gate one day and was stopped and made to get out of the vehicle. I had the correct pass with my photograph in it. My passenger had a borrowed pass but it was me that got arrested and questioned. 

This place had its odd characters, one of which was American Bill. I didn’t quite catch what the hell his job was but once a week he had to drive out into the desert to pay a visit to some of the local farmers and inspect their water wells to make sure that they were clean and had no dead goats or whatever in them, as we were getting our supply from them. One day I drove out with him. Now the tricky part was, we would have to tell the farmers (who were also tribesmen and were brandishing swords and knifes) that we would stop their floose/money if they didn’t ‘get their act together.’ Easier said than done. 

“I say, old chap, would you kindly remove that dead goat out of there, old bean, otherwise we will stop your money.” 

“OK, mate, no problem, will do.” Said as he withdrew his sword from his belt. 

We went inside the farmer/tribesmen’s house, which was round and surprisingly cool. It didn’t have any stairs, just a long slope going to the top. The ubiquitous tea came out, “50, 50 please.” I noticed a wad of riyals not-so-surreptitiously being handed over to Bill. Of course. Hillbilly Bill was the moonshine maker. I should have guessed, with him coming from Mississippi. He was supplying the locals, a dangerous game to get into out here, especially supplying, as they would drop you in it as soon as the heat was on and, unknowingly, I was now an accomplice to Billy-boy’s dastardly deeds! 

One of the Americans brought his wife out on a short trip and the Saudis put on a party for her. It was just like a kindergarten party, with balloons hung all over the place - party hats, cakes and lemonade. We did a deal with the Thais for some Sidiki (moonshine) as we didn’t want to get involved with Silly Hilly-Billy and his un-surreptitious dealings. We took the drink into the party in the guise of Coca Cola. As the night wore on, we were beginning to enjoy ourselves (getting pissed) when the local police chief arrived unannounced, wearing all his kit, with swords criss-crossed on his chest and a gun at his side. Definitely not a man from the Met. ‘Oh fuck’. And what does the crazy pissed jock do? He starts dancing and getting the bloody police chief up! How we survived, I will never know.

The time was going quite quickly, what with being busy and I was due for leave. I got to the airport and was usurped by a Saudi, who got my seat. This meant that I would miss my connecting flight to London and I would need to change my ticket. Oh, how I wanted to kick him up the arse but not recommended in his country. I ended up having to return to the base and couldn’t believe the sight that hit me. It was just like an absurd front cover on one of Tom Sharpe’s sidesplitting books, with water spouting all over the place. The police, using a JCB, had dug up a water pipe and had got stuck down the hole that they were digging. Thais were being frogmarched and kicked up the rear end and the Saudi police had sprung into action. What had happened was this: Thai contractors had been gambling and getting well-pissed on their lethal home-brew, hence a knife produced by a Thai was inserted into the stomach of a fellow Thai, who I assume must have been cheating. He then sprung a leak. The Saudi police had been called in on the leaking Thai incident and the Thais were now helping the police with their enquiries. The Saudi plod were hell-bent on finding the demon drink, never mind the mad knife person, or the dying Thai with a hole in his belly. ‘Shit.’ I shot to my room and emptied all the beer from my fridge down the loo and got rid of all the bottles. After doing all that, they didn’t search my bloody room. 

Ex-pats who have spent time in Saudi Arabia soon discover that there is a generous quantity and a variety of alcohol available, even though it is absolutely forbidden to manufacture, possess, sell, carry, or drink. It could be of excellent quality, nearly hangover-proof and could be manufactured in almost any household kitchen. The preparation of such alcohol, (Sid) Sidiki, or ‘Juice’ as some people called it, was a revered secret, yet eagerly always shared with good friends. One large oil company had produced an alcohol-making manual called ‘The Blue Flame’ on how to make just about any kind of drink. It also contained drawings and instructions on how to manufacture a still. As certain trail-blazers had almost blown themselves up in the process of manufacturing them and also in the process of processing the said ‘Sid.’ Historically, alcohol distillation began with, strangely enough, the Arabs. I bet many of them don’t know that! However, they did not invent, but greatly improved the cumbersome methods used by the Greeks in distilling turpentine from rosin. The Arabs were the first to distil wine and our wood alcohol is plainly Arabic in origin. The present prohibition in Saudi Arabia is sternly enforced, especially by adherents of the Islam (Muslim) religion. 

“Were I to begin the world again, with the experience I now have of it, I would lead a life of real, not imaginary, pleasures. I would enjoy the pleasures of the table, and of wine, but stop short of the pains inseparably annexed, to an excess of either.” 

The Blue Flame – A Treatise on producing “Hooch” in Saudi Arabia. 

American oil giant, Aramco.

The Thai contractors had craftily buried plastic bins full of Sidiki under the ground outside their accommodation, then put sheets of plywood on top and covered them with soil, where they grew flowers. Good eh? It had completely fooled the police. The Thais had been the cause of my further delays. 

Around this time, a colleague arrived from Jeddah and had some bad news for me that bowled me over. Thelma, my childhood friend that I had recently met in Jeddah after all those years, had passed away. She was only in her mid thirties, she was not overweight, and in fact she was on the skinny side. I immediately thought of her two small kids and her pilot husband. Suddenly my cancelled leave paled into insignificance. I left Saudi Arabia with somewhat mixed feelings. I had intended to return but gave it a wide berth. I would never go back there for all the Sidiki in China. Or in fact, anything.
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Me being taken for a ride. Literally.
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Giza pyramid & Sphinx, Cairo. 


	

BAHRAIN


1979

(A Sniper, some Jock fights and a pickled egg.)

I arrived at Manama airport minus my luggage. The airline had mislaid it - in other words, some arse at Heathrow hadn’t loaded it onto the plane. Those of you who’ve been through this experience know what it’s like and those that haven’t can imagine. It’s one hell of an inconvenience - no change of clothes, no toiletries, reading material etc! By the time I arrived at the company guest house, I was not in a very good mood. At least I had my duty free… There was a Jock from Burntisland already installed there; he’d been in Bahrain for two days. We chatted away for hours and got to know a bit about each other. I was to be his boss. After several glasses of vodka, I soon forgot about my problem, at least until the next day.

The project was a gas plant and we had the role of inspectors, overseeing the installation, pre-commissioning and commissioning of Mitsubishi gas turbines. Although we got on great with the Japanese engineers. They didn’t like us checking their work and hated losing face, even over the smallest things. We found little notes such as: ‘Sorry for having to borrow a torque wrench from the warehouse’ and ‘Could we please witness the torque wrench settings.’ Arriving on site minus such a critical tool as a torque wrench was unheard of from a Japanese employee. Their uniform was very… uniform to say the least - all dressed the same, just like the military, with the company logo all over the place. I am sure they were stamped on their bottoms as well. The staff of the company Banagas (known in Bahrain as ‘Banana Gas’), along with the main oil company, housed their personnel in a small township called Awali. We used to go for our lunch at the ‘greasy spoon’, the Banana gas restaurant. They had their own bank, supermarket and cinema - the latter I visited once and once was enough! The place was a blend of farts, sweat and cheap aftershave and the floor was covered in sunflower seed shells, as the locals would sit with their feet up on the seats in front, eating the seeds and spitting out the shells all over the place.

Jock and I were joined later by another ex-pat from Lancashire, who reminded me of a Japanese sniper, as he wore those bottom-of-a-milk-bottle glasses. It was always welcome to have another person in the team to spread the load and conversation but this guy turned out to be a right little shit! For a start, he didn’t like the idea of me, or anyone, being his boss. One day he was inspecting what is known in the oil and gas industry as a fin-fan, a fan that cools the gasses that pass through a huge radiator, similar to a car radiator. The only difference is, this particular fan was twelve foot from tip to tip and had six blades. I’d given Sniper the job to check the blade clearances. Being his first day on site, I popped over to see how he was getting on. I asked him if it was isolated. “Not necessary,” he replied, even though it was requirement on the permit. I walked past the start button which was sticking out like Schnozzle Durante’s nose (look it up), available for anybody just passing to accidentally bump into. I knocked the button with my shoulder to demonstrate this and ‘whoosh’, this huge fan was in motion. They can be started from the control room by an unwary operator and are mainly set to start automatically as the temperature rises. I should have made sure myself that the system was isolated but he was there and I had given him the job. A lesson learned but I gave him a bollocking anyway. In future, he was to make sure the equipment was isolated and locked out as he would not have a future. I had no wish to retrieve his head and have the unenviable task of informing his wife that the once head of the family was now headless. Also, and a very big also, I was supervisor and did not wish to end up in jail. 

The Sniper used to mark his bottle of whisky so that Jock and I couldn’t help ourselves to it, not that we would… well, speaking for myself that is! Most weekends, Jock and I used to go into Manama town but he’d just sit in by himself, which to be fair, was his own prerogative. Thursday night was the equivalent of a Saturday night in the West. We called a taxi instead of driving into town ourselves, as the local nick was not on my wanted list. We arrived at a night club in Manama, paid the driver and told him to pick us up at two am. The club was frequented by many airlines crews. After a while we spotted a pissed Geordie operator from the plant, zigzagging his way over to some Gulf Air trolley dollies and was inviting one of them to have a dance. I could see her head doing an Indian yes, which is the opposite of a Western yes. I read his lips: “Well, I suppose a blowjob is out of the question then, love?” Oh shit. Fortunately for him, she saw the funny side, her being a Brit, but I don’t think the burly American pilots did! 

We left the club on time and sure enough the taxi was outside. We arrived back at the house, paid and tipped the driver, only to find that he wanted more money, considerably more! He seemed rather pissed off. We gave him some more, and he still wasn’t satisfied. Jock told him to go away in Scottish and was soon helping himself to the Sniper’s whisky, when we heard a knock on the door. “Who the hell is that?” It was three o’clock in the morning. I looked out of the window: it was the police. Jock’s tribal instincts soon took over; he came to the door brandishing a large kitchen knife. 

“Christ, Jock, you’re going to get us locked up for life. Let me answer the door!” He hid behind the door as I asked the policeman what he wanted. 

“You come to police station,” he said, beckoning to his car. 

“What for?” He didn’t answer. “No, I come Bukra (tomorrow),” I replied and shut the door. He knocked again several times but we didn’t open it. We thought no more of this until the next day coming from work. As we turned the corner of the street where our house was, we saw a police car parked outside, obviously waiting for us to show up. Oh shit. We drove past looking the other way. I noticed the Sniper was grinning, knowing full well that we were in a spot of bother. “OK,” I said, “let’s get it over with.” They took us to the local nick where the chief of police was waiting for us. He made Jock and me go into separate rooms to write out our statements from the previous evening. This is what had apparently happened… We had told the taxi driver to pick us up at 2am and he had waited outside the night club all the time we were in there, which was about two hours! The police chief read our statements and realised the situation but we still had to cough up to the driver. The chief said, “You can afford it, he cannot.” How can one argue with that? Being only too glad to get out of there, we paid the driver, shook hands and left. That’s one Bahraini police chief’s logic and another lesson in the school of life! 

Sheikh’s Beach. Now there’s a place. The Emir of the island is a small fat guy, with a turn in his eye, probably caused by ogling the women from his beach house. There was a rumour going round at the time that if he took a certain fancy to a woman, he’d send one of his servants over to invite her to take tea with him on his veranda. Then the next step was an invitation to a party. At the party, he’d hand out Rolex watches or whatever to his grateful guests but – and I say this was only a rumour but it was a well-known rumour - he didn’t give Rolex watches out for nothing. Some of the stories you’d hear from the aviators would make your hair curl, or fall out. Air stewardesses would tell us sorry stories about how some of them were virtual prisoners in their apartments and were treated like slaves ‘etc’ by their Bahraini paymasters. 

One day on Sheikh’s Beach, I got talking to one of the crew of another well-known international airline. I won’t say which but he was the co-pilot of a 747 and was flying out that very night, having been drinking in the afternoon - how scary is that?! I should have informed the airline. Jock and I had also arranged to go to Sheikh’s Beach the following day with some of his mates. They were late. We waited but they didn’t show up, so we decided to call round to their apartment. The front door was open so we walked in. I couldn’t believe what confronted us. There were bodies lying all over the place, on the floor, upside-down, bent over armchairs… The Jocks had obviously had a bender last night! Empty bottles of beer, whisky, and vodka were scattered all over the place. The place stank like a Glasgow pub on a Saturday night. Quite astonishingly, they seemed to sober up in an instant - amazing Jocks. However, they didn’t want to go to the beach but to the rugby club where we ended up drinking those vast cans of Foster’s lager, the ones that you needed two hands to hold. I felt a bit peckish as I foolishly hadn’t had breakfast before I started drinking, and got myself a pickled egg. I took one bite and it got stuck in my throat. I began to choke, and with all the Jocks being smashed they didn’t notice me dying. I bent over the back of a chair to do the Heimlich manoeuvre to myself and out popped the egg. “You OK, Jimmy?” was all I got. 

After a rapid recovery, we shot off to a bar in Manama where they had some pool tables. We ordered drinks and waited our turn, after the many locals and Filipinos playing and gambling. I noticed one of the Jocks saying something to one of the Bahrainis, in a not-too-polite way (a sort of late Saturday night in a Glasgow pub way!). Apparently, what had happened was, Jock’s head was in the way of a Bahraini who was going to play a shot and he’d been told to ‘move’ in an arrogant manner. Well, Jock turned round to the Bahraini and said, in a typical Scottish manner, “Speak to me like that again, I’ll knock your effing heed off, Jimmy.” I spotted the Bahraini running to the phone (this was before mobile phones came on the scene). As I was the only one reasonably sober, I went over and asked what the problem was. As if I didn’t know. He told me that he was an Arab prince (aren’t they all?!) and he was calling his friend the chief of police (oh no, not him again) to get us jailed. We all swiftly piled out of the place and got into our vehicles. 

“Where’s Tony?”

“He must be still inside.” 

By this time, all the Jocks were getting tooled up with bottles, iron bars, all the Saturday night Sauchiehall Street necessities - basically anything nasty that they could lay their hands on. 

“Shit, look, give me five minutes,” I said to them. “I’ll go back and get him out.” 

“Five minutes and we’re comin’.” 

This could easily turn very nasty, I was thinking. If someone got badly hurt or killed, what would the consequences be? Execution, or life in a Bahraini jail? I got to the door and could hear shouting and bottles and glasses being smashed. I opened the door. Tony was slumped over the bar completely oblivious to everything. With that, a bottle flew over my head. I could see blood had been splattered on the once-white walls. Luckily, he was by the door, so I grabbed him and dragged him outside. We got to the car and shoved him inside. Just before we drove off, four police cars came screeching into the car park with their sirens on and lights flashing. We waited for them to go inside and shot off. Lucky or what?

Drink can obviously be a problem for ex-pats and I am no angel. You are away for sometimes long periods from your respective families, homesickness gets you as life can get very lonesome and very stressful. When you start a new contract, especially commissioning which comes at the end of a project that’s been running for maybe a year or two, you are expected to get up-to-speed ASAP and hit the ground on a motorbike. So you may worry about the job and or how long will it last. You also could have the worry of the country. Take for instance, Nigeria. Now that is a very scary place to get about without being robbed or murdered! 

The weekend was on us again and Jock and I called in on a colleague from our plant. He lived in Awali, the company town. I rang the bell several times but no answer. The door was slightly ajar so we went inside. I could smell something burning and went into the kitchen only to find eggshells all over the floor, walls and ceiling. The pan was red and on a gas ring that was full on. In the hallway, I noticed blood on the walls. ‘Shit, what’s happened here?!’ The chappy in question was fast asleep at the kitchen table, pissed out of his mind. I woke him. One side of his face was scratched as if a big cat had attacked him. I cleaned him up and made sure that he was awake before we left him. The following day at the office, he accused Jock and me of duffing him up until I pointed out to him the blood on the wall. The wall had a stippled, sharp Artex effect and he had fallen against it, and had slid down using his face as a brake. That man had problems. 

We came across locals with pots of money, living in an expensive villa and the outside in the street would be a rubbish dump. I assumed that they didn’t care about their immediate surroundings. Imagine if, outside your front door, there was a tip or leftover rubbish from the builders who had built the house. One would be slightly cheesed off, but here they just don’t care so long as their villa was OK! A contractor would install an air-conditioning unit and yet not complete the surrounds. A hole would be knocked in the wall but you’d end up with a space around the unit and could see outside. Sort of defeats the object somehow of having air conditioning! I once went into a local police station to apply for a driving licence. They had installed a telephone extension to an adjacent office and instead of just drilling a small hole to accommodate the cable, they had knocked a hole in the wall big enough for Mike Tyson’s head to go through. You would also find that an outside wall would be built snakelike, to follow the contours of the land. This meant that at some stage, where the wall ended, it was at an angle of 45 degrees and for sure, would eventually fall down. 

Jock had decided to resign and was leaving at the end of the week. He asked me for a loan of £300 as he wanted to buy some presents; he didn’t have a credit card and could only give me a cheque. You have to trust somebody sometimes. It didn’t bounce - I didn’t expect it to! To see him off, myself and the Jock clan headed into town. Of course the Sniper stayed at home with his whisky. We arrived at a place called Mansouri Mansions in Manama. Each of us ordered a club sandwich, the ones which should have a danger sign on them because of those bloody toothpicks that nearly always end up going through the roof of your mouth and out through your nose. Soon the drinks started to flow Jock style. As the night wore on, my mate Jock had gone to the toilet. He’d been gone a while and was not missed until someone asked where he was, as nobody had seen him for ages. Problem was he had to leave now for the airport to catch his flight and the silly sod was missing. We searched everywhere inside the place, even the women’s toilets, but he was nowhere to be found. I noticed the time: it was 23:00 hours and getting near the ‘Ashura festival’ time, where the local Muslims flagellate themselves with knifes and chains, then fall into a zombie-like trance and walk about covered in blood, children as well, with their parents’ blessing. Just like at Old Trafford, when Manchester United play, ‘er’ clash, with Liverpool. The religious ceremony comes round once a year, which I suppose is rather fortunate for some! However, it would not be the ideal time for any Westerners to be out and about. There was only one place left - the car park! We dashed outside and found him lying face down. I turned him over and examined him. He was OK but very pissed and in a mess, covered in mud and dust. Miraculously, all his money, wallet, passport, gold chains and kilt were still on him - obviously nobody had seen him. I drove him to the airport, cleaned him up as best I could, then got him through check-in. We said our goodbyes and I left to drive through a crowd of zombies walking past the car, staring without seeing, covered from head to toe in blood. I don’t even think they saw the car, let alone me. I didn’t see Jock, or hear from him again until we bumped into each other on a project in Africa years later. 

I was now left with the Sniper. A shiver went down my spine at the thought of it, as Jock and I had become friends, as much as you do on a foreign contract, and used to spend many an hour upon the flat roof of our house, having a wee dram and putting the world to rights. A team of operators from UK, who had only been on the plant a couple of weeks, had a dispute with their agent and decided to do a runner, a midnight flit. They had left without any notice or warning! Of course the Sniper was quick onto the scene as they’d left everything in their apartment, food that is, and Snipes wanted to take it all back to our place, which I suppose wasn’t a bad idea, as we were both bringing out our families out for a holiday. We cleaned our apartment until it was spick and span in anticipation but as time went on, the job just got much worse and I found that I just could not live in the same house as this guy, with his pathos mentality. With that, I too resigned. It annoyed me when I think of all the supplies that I helped gather and all the cleaning that I did. ‘Still, that’s life!’
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Me and the Sniper in the desert (I’m on the right, radio station in background).


	

BASRA, IRAQ, 1ST TRIP


1980

(Life and death in the Garden of Eden.)

“The Arabian Gulf is the arsehole of the world and Basra is fifty miles up it.” This was really comforting and reassuring as I was about to go there! I was in the Pig and Whistle, the British Embassy bar in Damascus, Syria, in conversation with one of the staff. We were discussing the Middle East situation and Basra in particular, Iraq’s second largest city and my next port of call. The conversation got onto flying, when an American chipped in. 

“I hate goddamn flying!” 

“Have you done much?” I asked. 

“It’s just that I’ve had so many motherfucking bad experiences.”

“Like what?” 

“Got myself shot down in Nam and had to eject. The Vietcong nearly shot my ass off while I was trying to escape.” 

“Oh. I see your point.” 

I had just just recently started taking flying lessons. My instructor was an off-duty police inspector from the Liverpool vice squad who, in his spare time, was an unpaid flying instructor and did this in order to keep up his flying hours (you need seventy-two hours per year to keep your licence up-to-date). We took off and headed towards Liverpool city centre and a bit too close for comfort to the Merseyside police headquarters. “Just giving the lads a wave.” As he flicked the wings up and down, Biggles-style (the fictitious pilot hero, written by Captain W.E. Johns, whose books I used to read as a boy). We then headed to the training zone, away from the built-up areas. I had warned my wife and kids that I may be flying around our house at approximately midday. We were heading in that direction and I spotted our road and said to the instructor, “Any chance of flying down there? That’s where I live and I can see my house.” I pointed to it. He, in a definite command, said he was taking over the flying, as you do when swapping over at the controls, and we were soon circling the house sideways. 

When I eventually opened my eyes, I could see my wife and kids in the back garden, jumping up and down and waving; they seemed about half-an-inch tall. After doing two, maybe six circuits (I didn’t count, as it’s difficult with one’s eyes shut!), the instructor did his Biggles bit, waved the wings and then we shot out to sea, following the coastline and back to the airport again. When I arrived home, I was full of it of course, telling everybody about my experience, when our next-door neighbour rang the bell. The first thing he said was. “Did you see those idiots flying over our houses this afternoon?” He’d been out washing his car. My wife pointed to me: “That was him!” “Oh sure, pull the other one.” He didn’t believe us and thought we were joking. 

Before I got too involved with this flying school, since it took up most of the flying time getting to and from the training zone, I decided to change to one that was nearer my home and the training area and not too far from the Royal Birkdale golf course. At the new school, I was stopped and checked in by a security guard whose face seemed familiar. It turned out to be the ex-Everton goalkeeper Gordon West, who was in their 1966 FA Cup-winning team. Bloody hell, what a comedown. When you think of the difference in today’s game and the nonsensical and highly inflated salaries. After the classroom briefing, we headed towards the plane which had to be refuelled. It was a Cessna 150. We then checked the fuselage, landing gear, ailerons, propeller etc, then climbed in and checked instruments, joystick, movement of rudder and ailerons, and shouted “All clear!” 

I started the engine, then taxied towards the runway, parked up, did a final instrument check and waited for the tower to give us final clearance. I sat there waiting with bated breath. “You’re clear for take-off,” came the instruction from the tower controller. 

“Go ahead,” said the instructor. 

“Er, do you know that this is only my second flying lesson,” said I. 

“Do you want to fucking learn to fly or not?’’ said he. 

“Er, yes.” 

He grabbed my hand and placed it on the throttle, then we began to accelerate. 

“See those trees in front of us?” 

“Yes.”

“If you take your hand off the throttle we will hit them and die.” 

I could feel the plane lifting. Unbeknown to me, he had already primed the craft for take-off. “OK, pull back slowly, now.” I eased the stick back and we were airborne. What an incredible feeling. Every two to three hundred feet into the climb, I levelled and dipped the wings from side to side, to enable us to see if there was any other aircraft in our flight path. This was a training area for the RAF and Liverpool university cadets, a rather crowded and dangerous training area for rookies, I thought. The flying school, which is also an RAF base, had on display by the entrance a Phantom jet, which used to send shivers down my spine (you’ll find out the reason for that later on in this chapter).

Sorry about that, went off on a tangent a wee bit. Now where was I? Basra. I arrived at Saddam International Airport, Baghdad, around midnight and ended up having to spend the night in an upright chair. The next day, I flew down to Basra on an Iraqi Air internal flight. Apart from the odd one or two Westerners, the remainder of the passengers were Iraqi. Feeling rather groggy after a sleepless night, I flopped into my seat and tried to get some shut-eye, when I spotted a hen. What the hell did I have to drink last night? I rubbed my eyes and had to pinch myself. It was still there, on the lap of an Iraqi sitting next to me. He had brought a bloody hen on the plane and was sitting there with it on his knee as if it was the most natural thing in the world. ‘What’s going to happen when the food is served?’ I thought. As the flight wasn’t too long they didn’t serve any. I couldn’t sleep anyway because I was worried in case this fecking hen started pecking at my pecker. 

We flew over the Marshes, the home of the Marsh Arabs, which looked truly amazing. A driver was waiting for me at Basra airport to take me to the camp. I hate living on camps but this one was quite good. I shared a bungalow with a fellow Scouser who, to my delight, was also an Everton football supporter and could argue all night with some Liverpool supporters, also working at the plant. I don’t know how he managed it when you consider what Liverpool FC had achieved over the years! The plant was a huge petrochemical complex and I was the new maintenance supervisor. My boss, Mike, showed me around. Half of the plant had already been commissioned and the other half was in the pre-commissioning phase, so it was a mixed bag and so were the crew: Brits, Americans, Arabs, Poles, Muslims, Christians, drunks, skivers, the lot. The storekeeper was from Bangalore, India, and reminded me of Spike Milligan so of course his nickname had to be Spike. I was ‘The Red Baron’ because I used to wear red Red Wing American coveralls on site.

The camp was huge. It had two swimming pools, an off-licence, two bars, launderettes, hairdressers, two restaurants, a bowling alley and two supermarkets. It even had a nightclub, which had been built out of old packing cases. When you were inside after a few drinks, the ambience was so good that you’d seriously think that you were in a nightclub back home. The walls were painted black and they even had one of those revolving mirrorballs on the ceiling. The bar had all the spirit optics and was well-stocked. We each had a monthly drinks allowance for the off-licence and, if you wanted to join the club, you’d have to hand it over to the bar committee to keep the drinks flowing. On my first weekend, I went on a pub crawl to the two bars and ended up at the nightclub. I later tried to find my way home but, with all the bungalows being the same, got lost. I heard some music coming from one of them and knocked to get some directions. An American couple, whose bungalow it was, were having a party. They took pity on me and invited me in to join in. We became good friends but some time later, things ended tragically for this lovely family. I also had my share of tragedy that year. It started with the sudden death of my brother-in-law, who was only in his early forties. 
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