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PROLOGUE
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This was written in 2002-2003. It sat for 19 years and was updated in July of 2022.  It is a true story. I have changed the names of both companies and individuals. The conversations have been reconstructed from memory and are not necessarily verbatim. However, the message, and the “gist” of the conversations are accurate. Some of the things that I present here strongly imply certain conclusions without specifically stating them. You should “read between the lines” and your conclusions will be accurate.

The timeline is 1977 through 2006. The first two years is with a large energy company and is about my early years out of college and as an eager and optimistic young man with the naïve vision of becoming the “perfect employee.”  From 1979 through 2001 is about my career with a Fortune 1000 corporation which would eventually dissolve itself as a result of catastrophic decisions made by the top executives. From 2001 through 2007 is about my coming undone as a result of everything that happened.

The story line slowly develops over time. There are no dramatic events in the early chapters, although there are some very amusing interactions. These serve only to contrast who I was with who I would become. I evolve from eager and optimistic, to cynical and angry, to broken and broke and eventually to “recovered.” It would take me twenty years to fully break and another twenty years to mostly recover, but I would never recover financially. There are many very funny interactions throughout the story and the dramatic and confrontational interactions build over time.

This story is about Yankees and Texans, about “Big Dogs” and “peons,” and how these contrasting groups interact with each other. It is about corruption and integrity – the lack of it. About deception and honesty. About good people and bad people. It is about peoples need and desire to have some certainty about their future and it is about why that can never happen. It is about the power and the destructive nature of silence. It is about how both the Big Dog and the little guy (peon) contribute to the downfall of a Fortune 1000 corporation. 

There are sections in this book that get technical. These are necessary to understand the big picture and how they contribute to the eventual downfall. There are also more contemplative sections that are necessarily to understand how I came to my beliefs regarding human behavior. My net worth would decline from about $650,000 in my 401K, IRA and home, to negative $14,000 between 1999 and 2001, age 46 to 48. I would lose everything except my wife and children, and nearly my own life.

My heart goes out to the little guy (men and women) of Enron and other companies and corporations that have failed, and to the corporation that this story is about and other people that have lost everything. All I can say is that you are not alone. I know the pain and anger that is in your heart because it happened to me too. And to everybody else, I hope it never happens to you. 

The end of Chapter 33 states, “I credit this experience as starting to bring me back to life. I quit to work hard at getting back into an energy career and to write this book. I said started, but not completely yet. There would be more rage, more crying and ultimately an epiphany that would eventually change my life forever.”
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CHAPTER ONE

​Welcome to Corporate America
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I graduated from college in December of 1976 as a geologist. I had been working as a waiter and continued to do that until late April when I accepted a job in North Dakota. All my friends had gone on to graduate school. The first real decision I made in my life was to pursue a job rather than continue my education. School just seemed too sheltered to me, like it was not real life. I was anxious to engage life and make my own way. Little did I know that I would never be more motivated or excited about my working career than the days and minutes immediately before I started it. It would take me twenty-four years, a corporate divestiture, and the loss of a job that I had held for over twenty-two years to realize that. You can “work,” or you can “work at your career,” but you can’t do both of these things at the same time. At least not in my Corporate America.

So, I bought a car, a 1972 Audi Fox, packed it up and headed out. I do not remember the drive across country but I clearly remember pulling up to the office in Bismarck, North Dakota. It was a sunny, clear Friday afternoon in May 1977. I sat in the car for a moment, looking at the professional office building, and savoring the new beginning that I was about to take. I entered the building and immediately saw the sign next to the first door on my right advertising the offices of “Consolidated Fuels Company.” God, I felt good. I was going to be a “professional” working for a large American Corporation. In charge of projects, where it would be my judgments and decisions that got the work done. The best work. I could not wait. So, I opened the door. The receptionist, Lorraine, greeted me and asked if she could help me. 

“Hi, I’m Nick Thomas”

“Oh, Nick, yes, we have been expecting you. How are you? I am Lorraine.”

She stood up and we shook hands. 

“Have you found a place to live yet”?

“No, no I just pulled into town.”

“Well don’t worry about it, we have a room arranged for you at the Kirkwood. You can stay there for a while until you’ve found a place. Do you need a cash advance?”

WOW, I thought. They’re going to give me money - just like that. This is great. I like the real world.

“No,” I said, “I’ve got enough to hold me over for a while.”

“Well, let me know if you do. But we will take care of all that stuff later. Come on in and let me introduce you to everyone.”

I followed her through another door, opposite the door to the hallway, in her small reception area. This door led to a large open area, maybe 25 feet by 50 feet. Around the open area were doors that led to offices, conference room, copy area, storage, etc. The north wall was glass with a large office behind it. It looked like a place where busy people accomplished much work.

The large open area consisted of four large tables, each measuring about 5 feet by 12 feet. They were set parallel to each other down the center of the room. At the second table in, and to our left, there were six or seven guys standing at one half of the table and around two of its sides. They were all looking down at the table as if in conference and studying a map. I followed Lorraine over to the table.

“Stewart,” she said, “This is Nick Thomas.”

They all looked up. At that point I noticed a heavy looking metal object on the table and about a dozen smaller pieces scattered around it. This is what they were all studying.

“What?” I thought, “They were dicking around with somebody’s car.” That was an alternator on the table, half taken apart.

Stewart turned around and reached out his hand. He was the Office Manager, my new boss. We had never met but had spoken on the phone several times. I had interviewed with his boss, the District Manager, in Billings Montana. The original position I had applied for was in Billings. That ended up getting filled internally by a transfer from Bismarck, which then opened up that position. Billings sounded more interesting, but Bismarck would do.

We shook hands and I said, very friendly and polite, “Looks like you’re hard at it, what’s the problem”?

“Oh, that’s the alternator for my TR-7. The car is brand new and I’ve had problems with the alternator from day one. They can’t figure it out so I thought I’d give it a shot.”

He introduced me to all the guys standing around the table – Terry, Gary, Herb, Reeve, Gerry, Ken and Tim. Terry and Gary were geologists, Herb was an engineer, Gerry was a landman, Reeve and Ken were draftsmen, and Tim operated the geophysical logging equipment. The only two missing were Pete and Dave, the surveyors. Stewart, the Manager, was also an engineer.

Reeve says to me, “We’re in the coal business, we normally don’t work on cars.”

“Yeah,” says Gary, “It’s Friday and it’s three o’clock, normally we’d be drinking beer and playing liar’s dice.”

“Well,” said Stewart, “Let’s get at it”

With that, the alternator was swept from the table, into a box, and out came the beer and dice.

Welcome to Corporate America. 
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CHAPTER TWO

A Barrel Full of Rattles Snakes
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“Work” started breaking up about 6 o’clock that evening. The married guys had to get home. Stewart was my age, about 23 and was single. Gerry was separated and was about ten years older. Terry was 24 and was married. The four of us continued our “work” at the Holiday Inn bar until about midnight. They generally filled me in about the job and the company, but mostly we did guy stuff. I didn’t see much at the bar that I was interested in.

The next morning, I met Stewart at the office briefly to take care of the initial paperwork regarding my employment. He wanted this done right away, and signed, because it affected such things as insurance coverage and benefit vesting. The date was May 14, 1977. It would turn out that this date, May 14th, would have significance in my working life many more times as you will see.

Generally, the way this office worked was that each engineer/geologist was assigned a project to complete from beginning to end. This took about one year. It included designing and completing a drilling program, and then mapping, reserve estimation and writing a report. The reports included a description of the geology, geography, climate, land ownership, environmental considerations, economics, market potential and a recommendation for future action. During the first week I familiarized myself with the process and moved into my office.

My office was the middle door on the south wall, then occupied by Pete, the surveyor. Dave was his rodman and occupied the small corner office next to this one. The surveyors typically shared this small office. When the guy who I replaced had left, several months earlier, Pete commandeered his office. Pete was not happy when Stewart informed him that he had to move back to the small office with Dave. Pete felt that I was the new-boy and at the minimum he and Dave should be allowed to share the large office and that I should get the small office. Stewart was not sympathetic. I didn’t say a word. Pete was pissed off. At me, for months. Pete eventually got over it.

The fact is Stewart wasn’t all that fond of Pete. They were about the same age. They were both single. Pete was a ladies’ man, sharp witted, and arrogant. He was also a hard worker and a top-notch surveyor and Stewart knew this. Stewart was the boss and not quite as sophisticated about women. When the opportunity presented itself to flex his muscles with Pete, he didn’t flinch. Over time, I would come to like to like and respect both of these men. 

Although it had been typical for each engineer/geologist to be assigned a project and work it through, this is not what happened with me. I was sent to the field for the first four months and ran the drilling programs on three different projects, back-to-back. The projects were Bowman, Marmarth, and Amidon. The reason was not to break in the new-boy, the reason was that Terry and Stewart were friends and Terry hated the field, Herb was no good in the field, and Stewart didn’t trust Gary in the field – for good reason. So, the New Boy got the job.

So off I went. Having just turned 23, and just out of college, to supervise 30- to 60-year-old, tough, hard-assed drillers, that knew every trick in the books, and that knew I was coming before Stewart even knew he was sending me. I’m sure they couldn’t wait to get their hands on the New Boy, just out of college. Boy, were they going to have fun. Boy, did I have a lot to learn about the real world.

My first task was to contact the landowners in person, to stake the hole locations, and to map access to the sites for the large drilling trucks. I had two weeks, on my own, to get a head start. After that I would have to keep ahead of the program, while I was supervising the operation itself. Gary had already designed the program and developed the maps I would need, Gerry had already notified the landowners in writing and by phone, and had permitted the projects for drilling. All the work would be done on properties that Consolidated had under lease for many years.

Into the second week I was in great shape. I had worked long hours and had staked and mapped the locations to well over 100 sites. Mostly I was motivated by the fear of what was coming. I instinctively knew that the less there was to worry about the better off I would be when the operation started up. One afternoon I was locating holes on a large ranch that consisted of about six townships. A township consists of 36 sections, each of which is 640 acres. This ranch was about 140,000 acres or about 15 miles by 15 miles, if it were square. Other ranches in the area were of similar size. 

I was in the Little Missouri National Grasslands area of southwestern North Dakota. I had quit staking holes and just drove and looked, as it got more and more desolate. I could see for miles in every direction and was sure there was not another human being within 20 miles of me. I came across a pipe sticking out of the ground, at an angle, with the end of the pipe at the center of, and above, a 55-gallon drum. It was odd looking stuck out there in the midst of nothing. I drove over to it and got out of my truck. I walked over and looked at the end of the pipe up close. As I stuck my head over the edge of the barrel I jumped back in astonished fright. As my head cast a shadow on the bottom of the barrel, I suddenly heard a chorus of hissing and rattling. The barrel was full of rattlesnakes. Obviously, the rancher had sealed the den, except for the pipe, and when the snakes slithered out, they fell into the barrel.

I mustered up my courage and walked back over to look in the barrel again. I was amazed. I had never seen a rattlesnake before and here was a whole barrel full of them. They were coiled, rattling and looking up at me. My confidence grew and I began taunting them with a survey stake to make them strike. Shit, I can handle these drillers. I got in the truck and continued driving northwest into the desolation of the Missouri Breaks.

I found myself at the edge of an escarpment that dropped perhaps a couple hundred feet down to a broad valley, in the center of which wound the Little Missouri River. I sat in the truck for a moment, awestruck by the beauty and desolation. I had never been this physically isolated in my life. This far away from anyone. I got out of truck and walked to the edge. A powerful feeling of melancholy came over me as I tried to put my life into context within this desolation and beauty. This melancholy feeling would come to me from time to time. Of-course I couldn’t do it, so I drove back into town to drink beer.
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CHAPTER THREE

The Real World
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We all met at the café at 5:00 AM. In the field the days were long. We generally got to the job site at 6:30 am and quit for the day at about 6:00 pm. This was preceded and ended by the drive to and from which averaged half an hour each way. The day always ended with beer. Plenty of beer.

Seated there were Boydy, the driller, and three drillers’ helpers. We were going to start with one rig the first week and add a second rig in the second week. This was Stewart’s call and it was designed to give me a chance to see how things were done. It wouldn’t take long. All that was really needed was this first breakfast. Normally each rig had only two helpers. Boydy was breaking in a new guy for the second week. The “old man” was also there. This was Boyd senior, the owner of the drilling company and Boydy’s father. Finally, there was Tim, the geophysical logger, and also an employee of Consolidated.

Boydy was a big jolly fellow, about 35 years old and had been drilling for 15 years. He now also ran the company, as the “old man” was starting to lay back. They had three drilling rigs, three tool trucks and five large water trucks. Life was good for Boydy and his father. Coal was booming, as was oil and gas exploration, and his rigs were always in demand and fully utilized. The “old man” was loaded and everyone knew it. Many times, I would see the “old man” pull a wad of bills out of his pocket thicker than you could get your fist around and they were all hundreds. He would buy a round for the bar. I had heard this story before I witnessed it and could hardly believe it when I saw it. He was a kind and generous man and there was nothing pretentious about him.

Boydy was nothing like his old man. Boydy was always fat and usually jolly. He could be moody, irritable and stubborn at times. He wasn’t fat in a beer belly sort of way, he was fat in a boyish fat sort of way, stood about 6 foot 2 inches, and maybe 250 pounds. He always, and I mean always, wore dark blue cotton work pants, and a light blue long sleeved cotton work shirt with the name “Boyd” stitched in red over the left breast pocket. 

Boydy was full of energy and all smiles as, I would learn, he usually was. He stood up, we shook hands and he introduced me to the “old man” and to his helpers. The driller’s helpers just glared at me and nodded as they leaned back in their chairs. Their faces seemed full of suspicion and resentment. My ears were already ringing with their thoughts, “Fuck, some wet under the ears little college boy prick probably doesn’t even know what pipe dope is. Probably making five times what I make and doesn’t know shit about nothing. Well, we’ll see about that.”

I sat down and we all ordered breakfast. I took the initiative and said,

“Breakfast is on me.”

Boydy, sitting on my left, slapped me on the back with a big smile and said,

“Why thanks Nick, but the ‘old man’ always buys breakfast on the first day of a drilling shift.”

I looked over at the “old man” and he said,

“Thanks Nick, but they all know here to give me the bill.”

I looked over at the helpers, who were still slouched down in their chairs, with their legs stretched out and their hands folded together over their stomachs. They hadn’t moved, their expression hadn’t changed, they were still glaring at me, and my ears started ringing again with their thoughts, “Yeah, Ya stupid fuck.”

OHHKay. Let’s try something else. I thought that it was probably important to let them know what we’d be doing and, in this manner, assert my knowledge, as I was not quite ready to assert my authority. So, I described how we would start at Marmarth and move north to the Bowman project and then head east past Amidon. We had about 800 holes to drill and I figured it would take about four months. When I was done Boydy said,

“Yeah, we know all that.”

OHHKay. If I ask how they knew that, then they’d think that I gave a shit that they knew and that would show weakness. If I ignored it and when on about something else, then they’d know they had me on the run. So, I said,

“Yeah, I’ve been around for a couple weeks getting things ready, so I guess you’ve heard.”

“No, we hadn’t heard,” said Boydy, still smiling.

Well, this wasn’t the first time in my life that I had dug a hole for myself. I glanced at the helpers, no change there, however I detected a change in the tone of the ringing in my ears. They were now thinking, “No, ya stupid fuck.”

I glanced at the “old man;” he was leaning back now too. Looking up and flirting with the young waitress, hands in his pockets. No doubt fingering his money and contemplating how much fun life could have been if he had all this money when he was my age.

Boydy “saved” me by stating,

“The ‘old man’ has been talking to the office.”

Meaning of-course ‘my office.’

The message wasn’t lost on me. The “old man” knew where the money was and had carefully cultivated relationships with it. These guys had been working together for years and I was definitely the “New Boy.”

I had spent the last two weeks all over the backcountry, with all my maps, and felt a certain pride that I had gotten to know my way around, had started to develop a rapport with the local ranchers, and knew the location to nearly 200 drill sites. As if reading my mind, Boydy said,

“Yeah, we’ve been drilling all over this country for years.”

Jesus, it seemed like I just couldn’t win. I just hoped that my face wasn’t turning red. I said,

“Good, then you guys know what to expect when we drill some more”

“What for,” said Boydy

“What do you mean ‘what for?” I asked.

“What are you drilling more holes for? Don’t you know where the coal is yet? This will be the third time we've done this for Consolidated.”

Actually, that was a pretty good question and I had never really thought about it. I could have explained about geo-statistics and capital allocation but I didn’t know anything about that shit either. So, I just blurted out, without thinking, exactly what was on my mind.

“I’m doing it because ‘THE OFFICE’ told ME to do it, and you’re going to do it because I’M telling YOU to do it.”

It just sort of fell out of my mouth. The fact is, I was getting a little frustrated at this point. I was just trying to get along and they seemed committed to making things difficult for me. This mild response from me would eventually get much less mild and would eventually get brutal as my “war” with high level executives (whom I term “Big Dogs) came to full maturity in about twenty years. I would go to battle over unethical, unjust, and even unlawful behavior. At this time, I was still a highly motivated and optimistic young man. Little did I know what was coming. As it turns out these uneducated, hard-working men had far more integrity than the educated and well-paid executives that I would come to know and work for in Texas and Montana. In some cases, even more class. They were just trying to have a little fun with the New Boy.

Boydy just looked at me and the smile slowly faded from his face but never fully left it. His eyes were still smiling. I didn’t have to look at the helpers. I knew what they were thinking. I glanced at the ‘old man,’ still leaning back, hands still in his pockets, looking straight at me, with ever so slight a smile on his face.

Without knowing it, I had just taken a giant step towards earning the respect of these men. Just as I was beginning to get a hint of a realization of this, I heard “Hey.”

I turned my head to see one of the helpers leaning forward, with his forearms on the table, his head jutted forward, looking me squarely in the eyes, he said,

“If you been around here for two weeks, how come you haven’t showed up to buy us any beers?”

Welcome to the real world. Maybe I should have gone to graduate school.
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CHAPTER FOUR

The Perfect Employee
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So that was the game. Good guy, bad guy.  Boydy showing me that life would be good if we all got along. The helpers showing me that life would be hell if we didn’t. They really weren’t interested in them getting along, they were just interested in me getting along. Of course, I didn’t realize this at the time, I just knew that it was having the intended effect on me, which of course was a desire to get along, but at my expense and not theirs.

One late sunny afternoon, we were drilling on an open prairie with a high butte, named Black Butte jutting up out of the plain just south of us. It was about one month into the program. I was running three crews and still had about two hundred drill sites located ahead of the drillers. I decided to drive up to the top of the butte. Below me and off in the distance I could see all three crews. From there I directed the drillers and loggers to their next locations by radio and could actually tell them when they were a specific distance from a gate or turn. I was on top of the world, taking a break.

I began to hear, very faintly over the CB, a conversation between an old man and a young girl. Off in the distance I saw the dust trails from two vehicles traveling together down a long, straight, dirt section line road. The conversation was between a grandfather in one vehicle and his six- or seven-year-old granddaughter in the other.

“Grandpa” she said

“Yes, honey”

“Will grandma be at the house when we get there?”

“Yes, darling”

Pause

“Grandpa”

“Yes, honey”

“How’s Buddy? Can I play with him when we get there?

“Well, you know honey, Buddy’s getting old and he gets tired fast and it’s pretty hot today.”

“I’ll be careful grandpa and let him rest. Please?

“OK, Honey, but just for a little while”

Pause

“Grandpa”

“Yes, honey”

“How did that big hill get there?”

“It is part of the earth that God made”

“But how come it just sticks up there like that”

“Well, it looks kind of nice like that, doesn’t it?

“Yes, I guess God has a good imagination”

Pause

“Look Grandpa there’s a truck up there, what’s he doing?”

“I don’t know Honey, maybe he’s just looking at God’s beautiful world”

Pause

“Grandpa”

“Yes, honey”

“How does your imagination work?”

So, there I was. Sitting on top of the world. Well prepared and way ahead in my work. Feet on the dash, sun in my face, microphone in my hand. Seeing every move of the crews and listening to the love between an old man and his young granddaughter. It made me long for something that I did not know. Another melancholy moment. This melancholy was sourced from my life as a child and would come to me whenever I went back to my hometown. Something undone, something unresolved, something I did not understand, something uncertain. Something I wanted to write about; Tommy Be Good. Little did I know that within 60 minutes I would be racing back to Bismarck, almost panic stricken. I watched their dust disappear into the distance.

Back on earth, I was parked behind one of the drilling rigs, studying my maps and planning the work that was already planned. I was obsessive in my desire to run the perfect job and compulsive if my effort to be the perfect employee.

Tim, the company logger, parked alongside of me and rolled down his passenger window. The “logger” was the person that operated the Geophysical Probe that was sent done the drill hole to “log” the subsurface. More on that later. We were still getting to know one another. The logger is always the last one at the site and therefore generally works alone unless he can catch up periodically during the day. I generally worked out ahead of the rigs so we had little opportunity to get to know one another. It was about 6 pm and this would be Tim’s last hole to log for the day. I had to move the rigs to the next location to begin in the morning. There was a fence in front of me and to my right. Tim was parked to my left. The rigs were ready to move so I told Tim I’d get them set up and be right back. 

I put the truck in reverse and started backing up when I felt and heard an impact. I moved forward and looked in my rearview mirror but saw nothing. Tim was cursing and running out of his truck. I got out and saw the geophysical probe lying across his tailgate, bent. “Holy shit,” I had just busted a $20,000 piece of equipment. 

I walked to the back of Tim’s truck where he was looking at the probe, eye’s almost watering, just staring and saying nothing.

Suddenly he started, “God damn-it. Son-of-a-bitch. Fucking A. Don’t you watch where you’re going? Don’t you look behind you? Do you know what this means? Son-of-a-bitch.”

I could feel myself flush and my stomach start to turn. I wanted to cry. I wanted to just turn the clock back two minutes. God, what am I going to do? I’m in deep shit. 

About this time the driller and his crew walked up. They didn’t say a word. They just stood there and stared at the bent probe. They too knew what this meant. It meant days, maybe weeks, of no work and no money. It meant shutting down the operation for who knows how long. I wanted to plop down on the prairie, put my head in my hands, and start crying. All hope of being the perfect employee gone forever.

“What should we do?” was all I could think of saying.

Tim said, “I guess you better think of something. You busted it”

“Do we have another probe”?

“Yeah, back in Bismarck,” Tim said.

I looked at Boydy. A blank stare. If there was anything, it was fear, pleading, uncertainty.

I looked at the helpers. I know what they were thinking, “Ya stupid fucking college boy, frat rat, piece of shit, geologist, hot shit boss-man. Ya better get in your fucking truck and drive back to Bismarck”

“Well, let’s put it in the truck and go back to Bismarck and get it.” I said.

“And who’s supposed to do that,” said Tim

“You’re supposed to put it in the truck and I’ll drive back to Bismarck, is that alright with you?” I said to Tim. 

The helpers seemed happy with that. Vindicated with the thought that I myself could no longer avoid the conclusion that I was a dumb fuck. Boydy just looked at me. He hadn’t said a word.

I pulled out about 7 o’clock. Four hours back to Bismarck. Four hours to sweat out what was going to happen to me when Stewart found out. Two months into my first professional job out of college and I was toast. One hour down the road and my depression was already anger. Three more hours to be alone and pissed off at myself. I had looked in the outside rearview mirror before backing up. I had looked in the inside mirror. I had turned around and was looking behind me while backing up. But I hadn’t turned around and looked out the driver’s window. Had I done that I would have seen the probe laying over the back of Tim’s tailgate and jutting out behind my truck. Stupid fucking asshole.

I got to Bismarck about 11pm and pulled into a gas station to call Tim at the motel in Bowman. We agreed that he would try to let Stewart know what had happened and that I was on my way in. He hadn’t been able to reach Stewart.

“Where is he?” I asked

“Well how the hell am I supposed to know? Try the bars, you know where he hangs out.” Click.

Tim was still pissed at me. Yeah, I knew where Stewart hung out. One of about a dozen bars. We were both single and he had taken me around town a few times before I went into the field. At about midnight, at the fourth bar I checked, I found him. He was standing at the bar schmoozing some young dolly. He looked up and saw me across the bar. He stood up straight, took a drag off his cigarette while looking at me, turned and said something to the girl and walked over to me.

“What the fuck are you doing here?” he said.

“I’ll meet you at the office,” I said and turned around to walk out.

I knew Stewart well enough to know that no way was I going to tell him here. I was single and new in town and there were a lot of strange new prospects around. I wasn’t going to ruin my chances with any of them by having Stewart fly off the handle at me here. The office was only about a mile away.

He pulled into the parking lot about five minutes after I got there. I knew he’d want to try to arrange things with the prospect I saw him with at the bar. I was sure that my demand that he leave wasn’t going to help me any. He got out of the truck, with a cigarette hanging out of his lips and said,

“So, what the fuck’s up?”

I said, “Look in the back of the truck”

He just stared at it and didn’t say a word. Funny how a bent probe does that to people. Finally, he slowly reached up and took the cigarette out of his mouth, threw it on the ground, stomped it out, looked at me and said,

“So how did this happen?”

I told him and out came a string of curses and four-letter words that continued for what seemed like minutes.

I had already been through this so I began contemplating a job search. I was no longer living like a dirt-poor college student. I had bought a car, a new stereo, plants, some furniture, rented a two-bedroom house – by myself. How long would it take me? I was planning things out when I heard him say,

“I told him a million times not to carry that probe on the back of that truck. I told him this would happen someday. God damn-it, he’s in deep shit.”

Did I hear that right? I started listening. Stewart was madder than hell. But not at me. He was pissed at Tim. Holy Cow! Still a chance to be the perfect employee. But I could also see a new truth now. Chance. Uncertainty. Sometime, somehow, some fluke thing could happen. Some lapse of concentration. Some piece of bad luck. Something to prevent me from being the perfect employee. I realized that I might need something to help offset a future mistake. It may not ensure me being the perfect employee but some day they might say, “Yeah, there’s no such thing as the perfect employee, but that Nick Thomas is as close as they come. You know Nick?”

Yeah, I might need that, so I said, “Tim said there was another probe at the warehouse”

“Yeah, we’ll get it in the morning” Stewart said.

Here we go. “I thought we’d get it now and I’d head back to Bowman”

“It’s past midnight, you wouldn’t get there until 5 o’clock in the morning. What difference does it make? You have to sleep somewhere. It might as well be here”

This is perfect. “I’ve got everyone set up to start without me. I’ll sleep until 8:00 at the motel in Bowman, leave them written directions to their next sites and can be back out there by 9:00.”

“That’s only three hours sleep and you have a four-hour drive-in front of you. You’ve got to be beat already”

“I can do it.” I got in my truck, closed the door and looked at him. “Come on,” I said.

He stood there and looked at me for a second. Shrugged his shoulders and got into his truck. I followed him to the warehouse.

I cannot remember what happened when I showed at 9:00 with the replacement probe. I wish I could remember looking into the helpers’ eyes to see what they were thinking. Maybe they were thinking “well maybe he is worth a shit after all.’ Yeah right. Probably they were thinking ‘bout time asshole. What took you so fucking long.’
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CHAPTER FIVE

Some Real Fun
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Often times I could direct the drill crew to the next site over the radio. Knowing where they were and where they needed to go, and having been there myself, I could look at my maps and usually remember gates, roads, and access. We were about to make a long and complicated move, which meant I had to physically lead them. I pulled up behind Boydy’s crew and waited for them to finish.

Watching these guys work together sometimes made me think of an expertly synchronized dance.  They’d pull the pipe, attach the wire-line, up the derrick, match the threads, wipe on the dope, rotate the Kelly and ride the drill, then repeat the dance. Boydy’s butt would shiver as he rode the drill. The helpers slinging mud in the hot sun. They’d repeat this joint after joint and never miss a beat.

Terry, one of the other geologists from the office, came out the night before the last day of the project. I had worked the Marmarth Project and was now finishing up Bowman. Terry had been evaluating the geology at Marmarth and was having trouble with some of the correlations. The plan was to shut down for two weeks while Terry took one crew to drill some specific locations to fill in some data points. I would get two weeks out of the field before starting up again at Amidon.

We were finishing up a site when Terry pulled up. It was about 10 o’clock in the morning. I looked up and he waved me over. 

“Take a look at this,” he said.

We walked to the back of his truck where he had a core box taped shut and with holes poked in the top. He gave it a shove and I heard a chorus of hissing from inside. I had been out here for three months looking for rattlesnakes continuously. With the exception of the ones trapped in the bottom of the barrel I hadn’t seen any. Terry’s out here for two hours and he’d actually caught one.

That night we all got hammered. All of us – drillers, helpers, loggers, geologists. It was the last day of the project and this was mandatory. About one o’clock in the morning Terry and I stumbled into the motel room. Terry was from Montana and I was from Wisconsin, which accounted for why he could find and catch rattlesnakes and I couldn’t – at least that’s the way I figured it. He had a full, thick moustache and always wore a cowboy hat. I had wire rim glasses and wore clogs. He had a way of sometimes pursing and thinning his lips, squinting his eyes, and talking from the back of his throat. He did this and said,

“Hey buddy, let’s have some fun”

“I thought we just did that,” I said.

“I mean some real fun,” he said.

With that he took out his knife out and cut the tape on one side of the core box – the one with the holes on top. A core box is about 2 feet wide by 3 feet long and about 3 inches high. It is used to hold core samples to be sent in for analysis. A core is a cylindrical column of rock, taken from select drill sites for the purpose of physical and chemical analysis of the subsurface. The core box in question was lying on the bed. When the tape was cut, Terry grabbed a survey stake, stepped back and flipped the top of the box off.

“Holy shit,” I yelled

Up curled a rattlesnake that looked to be about seven feet long.

“That’s a big mother. Is that a big one?” I asked

“Oh yeah,” he said

So, we cracked a couple of beers and sat on chairs playing with the coiled snake by making it strike at survey stakes. Suddenly the snake decided to move and before we could react it was out of the box and dropped off the bed onto the floor. I was up standing on the chair about as fast as I could move. Terry grabbed the snake by the tail and yanked him just as he was disappearing under the bed and then jumped on the other bed and tried to pin him with his survey stake. 

“Toss me another stake,” he yelled, still grinning.

With both stakes he managed to manipulate the snake and with what looked like one quick movement tossed the snake back up into the box, pinned him with one stake and flipped the box back closed with the other stake. “There you go darling,” he says.

“Darling my ass. What are you going to do with him anyway,” I asked.

“I don’t know. Maybe I’ll make a new hat band,” he said.

“Well let’s get him taped back up.  I think I’ve had about all of the fun I can stand.” There was nothing uncertain about that rattlesnake.
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CHAPTER SIX

A Coke and A Choke
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The winter months were spent evaluating the data collected during the summer and writing up the project reports. I started out the next drilling season again. I was after all, still the New Boy. Boydy was again the drilling contractor.

The ways things worked was that a project was assigned to a specific engineer/geologist who then had overall responsibility. I had Medicine Butte. We started there. Gary came to the field to help me because the properties were spread out and because he liked being in the field. Gary was the oldest person in our office at 40 years old. He had been doing this for over 15 years. The plan was to work Medicine Butte first, with Gary assisting me and then work the Red Butte Project, which was Gary’s project and I’d be assisting him.

The year before, in the Bowman area, things were much simpler. There was one major seam that was at least five times thicker than any other one. The drillers clearly knew when they hit it. Here, however, the geology was more complicated. Multiple seams of similar thickness that varied laterally. It wasn’t always apparent what depth to drill to. It required more time and attention of the geologist. In addition, the properties were more spread out, access was more complicated, and the landowners less cooperative. Certainly, no time to sit on top of a butte and contemplate reality.

My desire was to follow the geology and drill 20 feet below the deepest targeted seam. This gives enough depth below the seam for the probe to get a full profile of that seam. The probe is a common term for what is a Geophysical logging tool. It has a radio-active source which sends radiation out and then measures the amount that is returned and, in that manner, determines the density of the geologic formations. It also measures the formation’s resistance to electrical current, the formation’s spontaneous potential to conduct electric current, the natural gamma radiation emitted by the formations and the diameter of the borehole. These measurements together tell you the lithology (amount of sand, silt, clay, etc.), the porosity, the permeability, and other characteristics of the geologic formations. The data, or log, is printed out on a long sheet of paper and the interpretation of shapes of the curves for each set of measurements tells you depth and thickness of each layer, or formation.

The most cost-effective way to accomplish this, on these projects, requires the geologist to study the geologic and topographic maps, and nearby geophysical logs in order to tell the driller the approximate depth of every hole. Gary’s idea was to drill every hole to the maximum depth of pipe that the rigs carried which was 400 feet.

It soon became apparent that Gary was ignoring my desires and was doing what he wanted. We talked, he was non-committal, and continued drilling all his sites to 400 feet. This was a problem for me because it was supposed to be my project and as such, I was responsible for the budget, and of-coarse the perfect employee doesn’t spend one more cent than is absolutely necessary. So, Gary and I had it out. 

I told him in no uncertain terms that it was my fucking project and that he would work it the way I wanted to. When we got to Red Butte, I’d drill every hole to 1000 feet if that’s what he wanted, but at Medicine Butte we were going to watch the budget and be as cost efficient as possible. He looked at me for a second and then said, “Have it your way.”

From that point forward he would call me for the depth on every hole. He was fully capable of determining that himself but I guess he had other ideas. There wasn’t much I could do if he insisted on playing this little game so I just worked a little longer for a couple of nights and pre-determined the targeted depth for every hole in the project. The real fun started at Red Butte.

The properties at Red Butte were more consolidated, the topography was flatter and we were drilling every hole to 400 feet regardless of the geology, as per Gary. Boydy hired and trained a new driller so that he no longer had to drill himself. I cannot remember the drillers name but everyone called him Tiny. He was about 6’5” and about 250 pounds with a slight belly. The fact is that he was a pretty nice guy and could even be funny at times. However, there was something about his demeanor, not his size, that shouted ‘You do not want to fuck with me.’ I liked Tiny. 
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