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foreword

THE CHARLIE MORECRAFT STORY:
IGNITING EMPOWERMENT FOR SAFETY



E. Scott Geller, Ph.D.
Alumni Distinguished Professor, Virginia Tech
Senior Partner, Safety Performance Solutions

Are you empowered for safety? I’m not asking whether you have authority over holding people accountable for complying with safety rules or regulations. And I’m not inquiring whether a supervisor has given you more responsibility for safety-related objectives. You know, “I empower you to get more done with fewer resources.” These are management definitions of “empowerment.”

I’m referring to the psychological definition of “empowerment.” It’s about “feeling empowered.” When you feel empowered for safety you take personal responsibility for and ownership of safety. You are self-motivated to keep yourself and others safe. In this ideal state, you actively care for the health, safety, and welfare of others on a daily basis.

So how do you know whether you’re empowered for safety? How can you determine whether certain colleagues feel empowered to prevent injuries to themselves and others? Psychological science provides an easy evidence-based technique for assessing empowerment. Simply ask yourself or someone else three yes/no questions. A “yes” answer to all three of these questions reflects empowerment, self-accountability, and self-motivation for safety.

First Question: Can you do it?

Can you accomplish the process or procedures you are asked to do for injury prevention? Do you have the resources, the time, the knowledge, skills, and ability to handle this responsibility? For occupational safety, this is essentially a training question. Have you been adequately trained to do the right things for safety within the environmental context in which you work? Thus, a “yes” to this question can usually be obtained with proper instruction and allocation of resources.

Second Question: Will it work?

Do you believe the process or procedures you are asked to do for safety will be effective in preventing injuries? People might feel competent at conducting interpersonal observation and feedback, but not believe a coaching process can work to decrease overall injury rate. They could believe, for example, workers will only role-play safe behavior when they know they’re being observed, but revert to their routine at-risk behavior when the observer leaves.

Third Question: Is it worth it?

People can be trained to feel competent at executing a safety-related program, and believe the techniques will work to prevent injuries, but not be motivated to perform. For example, it’s easy to avoid text-messaging and talking on a cell phone while driving. In addition to common sense, there’s indisputable evidence many vehicle crashes and fatalities would be prevented if drivers stopped using their cell phones while driving. Yet, so many drivers perform this unsafe behavior. Why? Because like so many risky behaviors, people are not sufficiently motivated to change. The soon, certain, and positive consequences of using “windshield time” to communicate via cell phone are powerful and extremely difficult to overcome.

The Motivation Challenge. Motivating human behavior for safety is always a challenge, because safety-related behaviors are relatively inconvenient, time consuming, and sometimes uncomfortable. Plus, the natural supportive consequences of safety-related behaviors are neither soon nor certain, but rather delayed and uncertain. It’s human nature to believe, “I can take risks because something bad won’t happen to me,” and it usually doesn’t. Risky behaviors like speeding in a vehicle, taking a procedural short-cut, and text-messaging or talking on a cell phone while driving are followed by soon and certain positive consequences like comfort, convenience, and/or saving time. Then, natural ongoing consequences reinforce and maintain these at-risk behaviors.

The three E-words of traditional safety—Engineering, Education, and Enforcement—and their concomitant intervention strategies are not sufficient to activate and sustain human involvement in safety-related activities. Three additional E-words require our attention—Empowerment, Empathy, and Emotion. These are exemplified in Charlie Morecraft’s autobiographical story, as he has told it to over half a million people in over fifteen different countries, including every branch of the U.S. Military, and as it’s shared in this provocative book.

From Empathy to Emotion. Charlie Morecraft is the most effective motivational communicator I’ve observed in over forty years of attending regional and national safety conferences. I’ve heard Charlie reveal his riveting personal story on more than twenty occasions, and every time he motivates me to feel more empowered for safety. His energizing and passionate delivery engages every audience member to feel empathy for him throughout vivid descriptions of his heartrending experiences preceding and following one hot August night in 1980 when his risky behavior ignited a horrific “fire hurricane” that almost blew up an entire Exxon oil refinery. Then come the emotions. There’s not a dry eye in the auditorium as Charlie describes the disastrous and dismal consequences of this tragedy, from the horrendous pain he endured to the psychological trauma inflicted on his family.

A few years ago, while Charlie was addressing the five hundred attendees of a people-based safety conference sponsored by Safety Performance Solutions (a consulting firm I co-founded), an audience member fainted and rolled off his chair to the floor. While this man received appropriate attention, I walked to the stage and asked Charlie, “Are you okay?” “Oh, yes,” he said. “He’ll be fine; I’ve seen this happen more than two hundred times, and it’s always a male, never a female.” I later asked this individual what happened, and he said, “I’m not sure; I got so into Charlie’s descriptions of his painful ordeals at the burn-treatment center that I imagined it happening to me. That’s all I remember.”

I’ve never seen a speaker bring emotions of genuine caring out of people like Charlie Morecraft does. Emotions are motivating. Safety-related emotions, which you will surely sense when reading this book, arouse an empathic “yes” answer to the question, “Is it worth it?”

In Conclusion

The empowerment needed for people to actively care for safety when no one’s watching requires more than training, education, and enforcement. People need to believe all the extra inconvenient behaviors called for to sustain an injury-free culture are worth the effort. Group statistics do not foster this belief. This belief happens when people make safety a personal value. This will happen when you empathize with Charlie Morecraft’s story and are touched with emotion when visualizing the intolerable short- and long-term consequences he endured. You will realize something like that can happen to you if you continue to choose convenient and time-saving at-risk behavior over more inconvenient and effortful safe behavior. Reading this book will activate personal empathy and emotion and enable you to feel empowered for safety.
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Prologue

SOUL ON FIRE



There was a moment there, just before I took that final step, where time slowed to a crawl. I could almost hear the movie of my life screeching to a halt as time hit the big “pause” button in the sky; it sounded like a needle scratching across one of my old 45-records.

I could see everything as if I was watching it from outside myself. I could see the gushing chemicals at my back, the fallen tools, even my wet footprints as I stumbled blindly down from the pipeline joint.

I could smell the chemicals that doused my body, the way they were already reacting with my vulnerable skin, my exposed arms and neck, my ears and face. I was covered in it, I could taste it, bitter on my tongue and stinging my gums.

I could feel it seeping into my pores.

I could barely see two steps in front of me, but I could see all that in my mind’s eye. I knew what was happening; my worst nightmare. I knew I was in it now, and that every step forward meant survival, every second wasted meant I was just one step closer to death.

I was already dying by inches. These chemicals were nothing to fool with. Every second of exposure, every moment they lingered on my skin, in my eyes, up my nose, seeping through my clothes, could be life threatening.

I had decided, in the moments just after the spill, eyes blinded by the exposure, skin searing with the sting, that if I could just make it to the chemical shower a few yards away, I’d be okay; I’d at least survive. The gushing water would get rid of most of it, the skeleton crew at the local ER could deal with the rest.

I might lose an eye, I might lose my hearing, my sense of taste, I might even look like crap for the rest of my life, but I’d live to tell the story at some smoky dive bar and that would be enough.

There was nothing standing in my way of making it to that shower. Nothing, that is, but my truck. My running truck. All the rules I’d broken that night, all the policies and procedures I’d ignored—the rolled-up sleeves, the no hard hat, the missing safety goggles and the heavy gloves I hadn’t worn because they were too bulky and slow—all of that paled in comparison to that truck sitting there between me and the safety shower.

To the average citizen, a running vehicle is a convenience, something you leave in “park” when running into the corner store for a gallon of milk or zipping inside the daycare to pick up your kid on the way home from work.

At a chemical refinery, it’s an ignition source. No different from a lighter or a book of matches or a Roman candle. We’re taught from day one on the job, from minute one practically, never to leave the truck running out on the line. And there it was, rumbling away, the exhaust pluming into the air from the trembling tailpipe. And there I was, dripping from head to toe with just about the most highly flammable chemicals on the planet, screaming (probably) from the pain, about to step right into its path.

In that second of realization, in that slowed down moment of perfect and utterly useless clarity, I saw it all happen but was powerless to stop it. It was too late to back up and go around the truck. It was too late to back up at all. I plunged ahead, boots heavy and slick and wet, momentum carrying me forward and my worst fears were realized: in an instant, I was consumed in fire.

It was too hot to feel, it was too sudden to hurt. At that moment I was every bad actor you’ve ever seen in every bad, B–horror movie, flailing around with my head, my arms, my torso, my legs covered in flame. Only there was no stunt coordinator just out of range, waiting and ready with a heavy fireproof blanket and an industrial grade fire extinguisher to put me out when the director yelled “Cut!”

I was underwater with a wave of flames swirling around me, disoriented and turned around. I stumbled left, then right, then back again in circles, while every second my skin was falling prey to the hungry fire. And that was when I knew I wouldn’t reach the chemical shower.

I’d be dead by then.

Who knows, I might even be dead already…






CHAPTER 1

Safety Always



My name is Charlie Morecraft, and once upon a time, I used to work for Exxon. I worked for them for nearly thirty years off and on. And I’m not just talking about sitting in some corner office somewhere, pushing papers around my desk all day.

I’m talking the low-down, dirty, don’t-talk-about-it-in-polite-company jobs. You name an Exxon job, I’ve most likely done it. Digging ditches in the stinging rain, docking delivery barges at 4:00 a.m. in the driving snow, walking the line, working the line, and finally, managing the line—that was me.

That was my life, and the Exxon refinery was my home. I mean that almost literally; I lived about ten minutes away from the plant. It seemed like as soon as I got home from one shift, I was turning around a few hours later and heading back to work.

The crazy thing is after all that’s happened between us, I still retain Exxon as a client to this day. A very good client, in fact. I speak to their safety supervisors, and consult on new safety initiatives. They gave me my first speaking gig, and I still speak to their employees frequently.

Exxon’s been very, very good to me.

Hell, they kept me on even after I blew myself up, blew up that truck, and did millions of dollars of damage to the refinery where I worked. I even got a promotion when I came back!

That’s right, to “safety manager” of all things.

But wait; I’m getting a little ahead of myself. Before that fateful night, I was what they called an “oil movement operator” at Exxon. Basically, I worked out in the field, blending the gasoline that gushed through the refinery in miles-long pipelines that snaked throughout the sprawling plant near Linden, New Jersey.

For those of you who can’t picture Linden, New Jersey, or, for that matter, an oil refinery plant, think of the opening credits of the hit HBO series The Sopranos. You know the one, with Tony driving in his big SUV down the turnpike—arm out the window, big fat stogie in his mouth—and those three or four dingy, white dome-type buildings passing by on the side of the road. That’s where I worked, day in, day out, for nearly thirty years.

Until my careless ways caught up with me, that is.

So that was me: dutiful, dependable, lived right down the road, always up for a double shift, knew what I was doing, and wasn’t shy about telling others how to do their job while I was at it.

But I was on the line and not in the office, and that meant a lot in those days. Me and the guys I worked with, most of us, talked tough, lived hard, and drank harder. We were guys’ guys because only the toughest of the tough could do what we did—and survive.

I was also the guy who always thought that safety meetings were for catching up on my sleep in the back of the room, that safety equipment was for wusses, and that if you knew your job, you could take shortcuts without any problem.

Accidents were for other people, clowns mostly. Wusses, punks. Guys who couldn’t handle their business or their liquor or were never meant for this line of work in the first place. I absolutely believed that an accident would never happen to me—ever.

And even if it did, I reasoned, the only one who would be hurt by it would be me alone. Not my kids, my parents, or my friends. Not my colleagues at the refinery or my bosses or the other guys who counted on me to lead by example.

I believed all of this until the night of August 8, 1980, when I took a ten-minute shortcut that would take the next thirty years to recover from. Who am I kidding?

I’m still in recovery to this day.

Sunglasses and Safety Meetings

To put it mildly, I was never, ever overly concerned about safety on the job. Not my first year, not after fifteen years, and certainly not after nearly thirty years.

To me, safety meetings—what a joke!—were nothing but glorified pep talks, dog and pony shows that management put on because, frankly, they had to.

Truth be told, if I knew ahead of time we were having a safety meeting I’d be sure to get good and hammered the night before. After all, what better way to sleep off a bender—and get paid for it—than during one of these snooze fests?

Back then if you walked into one of our safety meetings, you would have been able to spot me right off: I’d be the guy in the back, slouched down so no one would call on me, black sunglasses on in the middle of the day so none of the supervisors could tell if I was sleeping or not. (And I usually was.)

At our refinery, they’d put up a list before every meeting of how many accidents we’d had at the plant over the past year. This was very serious stuff. You’ve probably seen a list like this. You know, how many first aid injuries, how many disabling injuries, how many reportable injuries, that kind of thing.

And while everybody else sat there and nodded their heads very somberly, pledging to do better next time, I’d always think to myself, Well, what do you expect? It’s a chemical plant. I mean, if you’re going to run a place like this, you’re going to have accidents. It’s part of the job; it’s inevitable. No matter what all those experts say, accidents happen, and no, they’re not preventable.

My attitude about working was the same as my attitude about drinking: live fast, die hard, and leave behind a pretty corpse. I figured if drinking didn’t kill me, the plant would or vice versa. Either way I was pretty much toast, so to speak, so why bother worrying about it too much?

Frankly, I didn’t worry about too much back then, period. I didn’t let the fact that I had a wife at home, two beautiful daughters, or bills and responsibilities slow me down any. I worked hard, I played hard, and I saw my family on weekends and the holidays. Like everybody else, right?

That’s how it was back then; that’s how we all did it. The wives understood, the kids figured it was just a way of life, and we line guys didn’t care much either way.

It’s a Win-Win

By this point I’d been working the same job for fifteen years. Five or six shifts a week, fifty or so weeks a year, every year like clockwork. So I knew the job upside down and inside out, back to front, and around the side. I’d come to expect a bump here or a bruise there or maybe a stitch or two in the line of duty, but nothing that bad.

I even knew other operators who had been hurt on the job, and it was nothing I couldn’t handle. In fact, getting hurt on the job was kind of a “win-win” situation, if you ask me. Case in point: I’ll never forget the day I went out on the line with my supervisor, Pete.

Whatever job it was we were doing that day, Pete tried jumping over a load of pipes, misjudged the angle, and promptly tripped. As I watched Pete lose his balance in the slow-motion capture, I thought to myself, This isn’t going to end well. I was right. When Pete came down—hard—he fractured his ankle.

Big deal. The hospital sent him home with one of those sissy casts—you know, the kind you can walk around on—and he got three months off with pay. I said it: with pay! Not only that, but he came out ahead on the deal when compensation awarded him an extra $2,000 for his trouble.

What trouble? A cast he could wear to Giants Stadium and an extra two grand for beer money? If that’s trouble, sign me up! Besides, you and I both know old Pete only needed about a month off before his ankle was well enough for him to get back to work. After that, he was in the catbird seat for those extra two months. Plus he got his full pay the whole time he was out, so the extra two grand probably went to pay off his aboveground pool. Where’s the harm in all that?

I thought, Wow, if that’s the worst that’s going to happen to me on the job, I can deal with that!

To me, management always spoke two languages. There was “corporate speak,” which sounded a lot like what was printed in the company brochure and how the guy who interviewed me for the job talked.

Corporate speak sounded a lot like this: “To rectify the poor safety percentages at this plant, we’re going to usher in a new era of paradigm shift that will encompass several new initiatives designed to streamline performance while also serving to maintain the proper corporate culture in an effort to maximize yada yada yada…”

And then there was “line speak,” or what really happened, day in, day out, when you were suited up and had a wrench in your hand. Line speak sounded more like this: “Look, guys, today we’ve finally got to clean out that beast of a tank out on Lot Eight. So, who’s not hungover today? Okay, Lucky, you take Bruiser and…”

As for myself, I was more concerned with expediency than safety. If I never made it to plant supervisor, fine by me. I already made good money on the line doing what I did so I wasn’t hurting for dough, and I was hardly what you’d call ambitious back then.

My family was cared for, I knew the job, lived close to the plant, the girls went to good schools…life was good. All I wanted was to do my job as quickly and painlessly as possible so I could hit Murphy’s Pub before last call. If that meant I had to bypass a few safety protocols to get the job done quicker and sooner, then so be it.

It was my call, and most days, that’s how I chose to make it. Getting the job done, for me, was the bottom line. How you got it done? Well, the end justified the means as far as I was concerned back then.

We’re Number Two!

From the day I got my first time card to today, Exxon has always, always said that safety was their number one priority. But I always figured, well, what were they gonna say? “We’re number two?!?” How would that look on their business cards, you know?

I figured they got a tax break for saying stuff like that, that their safety meetings and “days without incident” reports got them some kind of a sweet bonus from safety organizations, that the government subsidized those meetings—or even that slogan.

I also figured that if push came to shove, if production slowed or profits suffered because of overdue safety concerns—well, that I was supposed to read between the lines and recognize that safety really was second and profits were first.

The fact was safety did come first to Exxon—then, now, and always. It just didn’t come first to some of their workers, namely, me. Well, me and Pete that is.

The Dynamic Duo

You remember Pete, don’t you? Mr. Sissy Cast and Three Months Off Plus a Two-Grand Bonus? Well, one of the reasons management was so good to Pete while he was out on injury is because, like me, Pete wasn’t afraid to get his hands dirty. In fact, you could say that old Pete and I specialized in dirty deeds (not necessarily) done dirt cheap.

If management needed something done yesterday, they gave it to me and my partner, Pete. They called us the dynamic duo because we’d take any comers, no matter how big, ugly, or dirty the job was.

We handled what guys called the “hot jobs.” Jobs that weren’t necessarily by the book. Ugly jobs, unsafe jobs, jobs most other guys wouldn’t touch.

Like me, Pete enjoyed his alcohol. Maybe both of us enjoyed it a little too much at times, but so far so good. We’d gotten away with it all these years, what was to stop us now?

And besides, we never, ever, ever drank on the job. That was rule number one. Rule number two was pretty much everything else goes, good, bad, or in between.

That’s why we got all the tough jobs, the dirty jobs, the hush-hush jobs management couldn’t trust to the rest of the Dudley Do-Rights on the floor. We both figured if we hadn’t died from drinking as much as we did, hell, no way were we going to die on the job.

So we were kind of like the plant daredevils. We got things done fast because we bypassed safety procedures. Night or day, weekend or holiday, you could always count on the dynamic duo to get the job done fast, if not safely.

Looking back, Pete and I were kind of the plant outlaws. I didn’t notice it at the time because, well, it wasn’t like the rest of the guys were shrinking violets either, you know? I mean, we weren’t exactly Hells Angels at a debutante ball, if you get my drift.

Look, chemical plants—pretty much any hazardous job, really—are rough-and-tumble places. You kind of have to be a little bit of an outlaw to work in one. Maybe not upstairs in the corner office or in human resources or at the front desk or as a sales rep, but if you wore a hard hat or a tool belt or drove a pickup truck to work, well, you fit right in.

But what I never realized back then was that even in the Wild West, some outlaws were wilder than others. At Exxon, I was wilder than most, wilder, certainly, than was good for me or my coworkers.

And like the gunslingers of old, I was headed for a deadly showdown that would prove who was boss. Unlike those gun-toting tough guys, however, my showdown was with the fiercest opponent of all: myself.






CHAPTER 2

Summer, Interrupted



My family and I were due to start our summer vacation on the Jersey shore any minute now. We’d rented a bungalow on the beach, in fact, and my wife and two daughters were already waiting for me there.

I could picture them there, unpacking or maybe snacking on cheese and crackers, feet in the sand, the sound of the waves crashing, waiting for their old man to get off work. And my mouth was positively watering for the big cooler full of beer my wife would have waiting for me, a frosty one ripe and ready to go. I could almost taste it.

Seems like my family was always waiting for me to get off work, but pretty soon now I’d be with them and we’d have two glorious weeks to catch up as summer ended and fall began.

My daughters were as different as night and day. I know lots of fathers say that, but in my case, it was fact. There was Jennifer, the youngest, as outgoing and boisterous as her old man. She’d never met a stranger, which as a father sometimes bothered me, but to know her was to love her and she never left a house sadder than when she entered.

I could picture her now, dragging her older sister, Dana, out of some hidey-hole, where she’d already started reading a book, and onto the soft white sand of the Jersey shore.

Dana, my oldest, was a quiet and sensitive soul but a beautiful girl who gave her heart fully to anyone she let inside. Once you were in Dana’s circle, you were in for life; that was just how she was.

Together my two girls managed to be both loyal sisters and friends to each other and free spirits, fully independent of one another. It worked for them, and whenever we all got together like this, we jelled as few families do. So I was picturing my family as my shift wound down that night, eager to join them at the shore and start our summer vacation in earnest.

The Double Shift from Hell

It was a hot August night, and I was nearing the end of my 3 to 11 shift. Not surprisingly, my supervisor asked me if I’d work over, stay on to cover the 11 to 7 shift. I wasn’t the only one taking vacation time lately, and August was a big month for double shifts.

In a way, I was kind of glad my latest trainee, Art, hadn’t shown up that night. I liked Art; he was a good guy and I was training him in all the old “Cool Charlie” ways.

You know, “faster is better,” “why take the long way when you can take a shortcut,” that kind of thing. But Art was an older man, and if it was going to be someone holding the line on that hot August night, it was better to be a guy like me who’d done it a thousand times before. Let Art catch up on his beauty rest, and I’d catch up with him after my trip.

And me? Sure, I was eager to start my vacation, but I figured, Why not? I mean, think about it: at that time of night, there’d be no big bosses around to bust my chops, you know?

This way I could keep my head down, do my job, do it as quickly as possible, coast along until quitting time, head down to the beach, snooze on the shore with my wife and kids and a bucket of beer. What the hell, right? I’d even have a little overtime pay waiting in the bank to help with the vacation. Maybe I could use it to treat the family to a surprise lobster dinner once the check cleared!

Of course, life rarely goes as planned. Lo and behold, about an hour into my second shift I was back in the control house minding my own business, sitting with my feet up on the desk, when I got a call to go out to one of the refinery manifolds and change out one of the hammer blanks.

For those of you scratching your heads right now, a hammer blank is the joint where a pipeline comes together in a refinery. When it comes time to switch out a hammer blank, that means you either insert a solid piece of metal to stop the flow of hydrocarbon through the line or you pull it out to start the flow.

Imagine you’re washing your car and you’re halfway down the drive and don’t want to walk all the way back to the faucet to turn it off. To stop the flow of water without doing all the legwork, you can simply fold the hose in two, and boom, instant water stoppage.

To release the flow, you just unfold the hose and you’re back in business. Pipelines work in much the same fashion; it’s all about regulating—stopping or starting—the flow of materials. (Congratulations, you’ve just passed Hammer Blank 101!)

In laymen’s terms, my supervisor wanted me to go out to this manifold joint and pull out one of these blanks. Sounds complicated, maybe a little dicey? But for me, no worries. I’m not exaggerating when I say that I had literally done this job thousands of times before. It was nothing new to me, an everyday job.

Did I want to do it at the beginning of a double shift? Not really. It was a dirty, thankless, rather physical job, and after all, I’d been looking forward to coasting through the evening.

Truth be told, my mind was pretty much already on vacation, so was my body. And this was going to be a beast of a job, no doubt. These were older valves, so they would often get stuck in place, making them harder to open and close. Many was the time I had to go back to my work truck and haul out one of my monster wrenches to help seal one off or open one up.

We always complained about the job because regardless of how many times we’d done it, the valves always, always leaked whenever we had to head out there and switch out one of these blanks. It was such a sticking point that management was always going to change out these manifolds because they were older and problematic, but it never got done.

Plus it would have been a costly procedure and a capital outlay that would have meant a serious ding to our department’s budget. So instead management implemented a safety procedure that would both reduce leaks and increase one’s safety while working the job. It would also make a simple yank-and-pull job a half-shift procedure that was way too long if you followed protocol.

As far as I was concerned, doing it the right way was also the slow way. I had a nap to take, and I wasn’t going to let work get in the way! Seriously, though, procedure meant that you were supposed to close two valves to remove the blank safely, one on either side of the flange that existed around the blank. One valve? No problem. Two valves? Well, that was ten minutes of extra work that I just wasn’t patient enough for.

Tough Guy Takes a Fall

I was Charlie Morecraft, king of the swift and speedy. Mr. Sunglasses in Safety Meetings. Mr. Nothing’s Going to Happen to Me. So I hopped in my truck and headed out to the manifold, quick as you please.

It was late that night, nearing midnight, and the dark sky was lit by thousands of orange bulbs that stretched the length of the fence line, the pipeline, and the scaffolding that was everywhere you looked. It might have looked eerie to the odd civilian or passerby, the setting of some low-rent zombie movie, but to me it was my home away from home.

I barely noticed the billowing clouds of exhaust that stretched upward into the inky black night. I did notice the sticky August humidity and was glad that I was in my trademark muscle shirt.

If you’ve ever worn flame-retardant clothing, which was my standard uniform for the Exxon plant, you’d know it’s heavy, it’s sticky, it’s thick, it’s hot, and it’s damn uncomfortable. So I had a simple solution: roll the sleeves up. No problem. Were your arms protected? Hell no, but you felt about ten degrees cooler that way, and at the time, that’s pretty much all I cared about.

I was glad I’d rolled up my sleeves that night as I parked at the site, my bare arm slung over the open window of my truck. I thought briefly of turning the engine off, but why bother? I’d make quick work of switching out the hammer blank, hop back in my truck, and be back in time for some of the fresh coffee in the breakroom. Who knows, maybe by now one of the guys from the next shift would have brought doughnuts.

Safety goggles hung from the rearview mirror, but I ignored those as well. They fogged up on nights like this, cut off rather than assisted my vision, and like the sleeves of my shirt were uncomfortable. I left them behind. No worries.

The few metal steps boomed under my heavy work boots as I walked onto the cramped platform. It felt as familiar to me as my front doorstep, the workbench in my two-car garage, or my back porch. Without much preamble, I put down my toolbox, bent to the manifold, and got to work.

Now, the proper procedure for this kind of operation was slow and laborious, almost painstaking. It was also the way “they” wanted us to do it—you know, management? Otherwise known as “the enemy.” But I was from the “us versus them” school of thought, so if they wanted it done a certain way, I knew it had to be wrong or at least slow and unrealistic and designed to test our patience at every turn.

Those guys, in their shirts and ties, they’d never been on the line. Or if they had, it had been so long ago they’d forgotten what it was like in the trenches, wrench in hand, trying to understand—let alone implement—their lengthy procedures. They didn’t know or remember what it was like to follow procedure when that meant sweat dripping in your eyes, tearing off a fingernail or two trying to get a rusty valve open in the middle of the night. Naw, better to do it my way, the right way. Or if not right, then at least quick.

For those of you who’ve never worked in a refinery before, I’ll try to set up the scene. When two pieces of pipeline come together, they do so at a flange, or joint. It’s no different than when two pieces of pipe, say, behind your toilet or under your kitchen sink, come together. Same concept, just on a little—okay, a lot—bigger scale.

Whenever you do work on this intersection, you’re supposed to close the two valves on either side of the flange. This way if one of the valves fails, the other one holds and you’re not exposed to a rushing gush of toxic chemicals that could quickly destroy your life.

Well, that night, I only closed one valve. The reason I didn’t close the other one was because it was one tough valve. We’re talking a pain in the butt to close, and frankly, I wasn’t up for it. But what’s more, I’d always gotten away with just closing the one valve before.

Of course, if I’d followed proper procedure I could have avoided 100 percent of the risk I was exposing myself to that night, but I’d done this plenty of times before and my heart rate wasn’t rising. Besides, this way I’d save myself a good ten minutes. Imagine that; ten minutes that would have changed the rest of my life. But I wasn’t thinking about my life at the time, just living it to the hilt.

I’d be fine. I always was. Remember, I’d done this a thousand times before. The leaks, small at first, started right away as I knew they would. No big deal. Pipes this old, valves this rusty, you’re gonna expect some leaks; it comes with the territory.

What was leaking was a chemical additive called isomerate, or ISOM feed. It’s basically an octane enhancer to give the gasoline an extra boost to go from unleaded to unleaded extra. So if you’re the kind who pays an extra ten cents or so at the pump for the good stuff, now you at least know what your money’s getting you: ISOM feed.

Now, at Exxon, there was a contingency for every contingency, a backup for every backup. In the case of this particular flange, the leaks were designed to feed into a long trough down below, and with each step of the procedure, there was a little more runoff building up in the trough. Just one more reason to hurry up and get off this pipeline faster than slower.

Then the leaks got a little bigger. But I was still okay; this kind of leakage was acceptable. Remember, I’d done this a hundred, a thousand times before. I’d be all right.

Finally, the leak subsided to where I felt it was safe to finally hoist the hammer blank up and out of the manifold. You know, the original job I was actually there to do? And then, as if out of nowhere, a huge surge of chemical rushed up and over the manifold surface straight onto my face and gushing down my chest.

I often wonder to this day if I’d been wearing my safety glasses would I have made it out of there in one piece? At that point, vision was critical. If I could have seen where I was going, spotted the chemical shower sooner, avoided the truck in my path, who knows? Maybe I’d be writing a very different book right now, if at all. I guess we’ll never know. Safety glasses weren’t cool, remember. I never wore them.

Instead I stumbled around, temporarily blinded by the stinging chemicals that had splashed up into my eyes. Still, my training took over, and if ever there was a workplace accident, this certainly qualified. Not only was I covered in a toxic chemical, but the blank was half up, half down, and now that same chemical was gushing like a geyser from the pipeline.

I had to get help, had to stop this flow, had to get control of this situation before it got out of hand. But to do all that, first I had to see what the hell I was doing! The shower.

Somehow I knew if I could just make it to the shower, I’d be fine.

Maybe not “fine,” but I’d live; I’d survive, at least.

That was my only goal at the moment: survival.

Forget the wife and kids waiting in the rental cottage by the sea, forget the hazardous chemicals still gushing from the manifold at my back, forget the demotion I’d probably get from screwing up royally. (That is, if Exxon let me keep my job in the first place.)

Just let me survive, Lord; I’ll take it from there.

I could barely see as I stumbled forward, praying for my life. The gushing chemical covering my face, my neck, my ears, my upper torso, my arms, my thick work gloves.

As I never wore safety goggles, I was temporarily blinded so the images that surrounded me—hazy streetlights, the security fence, rickety scaffolding, and miles of pipeline—were blurry at best as I stumbled from the manifold, down the slick metal steps, and hit the ground running.

As the chemical stung my eyes and gravel crunched under my saturated work boots, I knew there was a safety shower a block or two away.

Now, if I could just get there.

This much I knew: the shower meant survival.

I ran, I bolted, pawing at my eyes, stumbling forward, knowing every minute that the ISOM covered me I risked losing my vision, my sense of smell, my hearing, even my voice.

Time stood still even though I knew everything was happening very, very quickly.

I could feel the chemical soaking through my Nomex fireproof clothing, I could taste it on my tongue as if I’d just tried to siphon fuel out of the world’s biggest gas tank, and I could hear my feet stumbling forward, heavy work boots slapping tiny puddles from the late summer thunderstorms we’d been having lately.

That wasn’t the only sound I heard.

There was a motor running somewhere nearby, my motor.

As I stumbled toward the shower, I could literally see the fuel vapors rising off of me the way you can see heat shimmering off asphalt on a hot summer day.

Suddenly, that sight made me sick to my core. It wasn’t the vapors themselves that had me suddenly queasy, but what they represented: fire.

I’d left my work truck running, and I could see the vapor cloud surrounding me, an open invitation to ignite on impact.

I ran past the truck at the same time I saw the fumes drifting toward it.

There’s a rule in the refinery that says you never, ever leave your truck or vehicle running because it could become an ignition source. In other words, a running truck is pretty much the workplace equivalent of smoking at the gas pump. Like the safety goggles, though, that was just one more safety procedure I never quite followed.

Why bother? It was inconvenient, a real pain in the ass. I was always jumping in and out of my truck to do a quick job anyway. And as I ran past the truck that night, blindly groping for the safety shower, I knew what was going to happen.

I could see it coming.

I could feel it coming.

I was powerless to stop it.

The vapors, the ISOM, the running exhaust pipe, the physics of it all—there was no way to avoid it.

My entire body ignited instantly.

I just kept running, stumbling blindly toward that chemical shower.

It was like one of those scenes you see in the movies: a flaming man stumbling forward, screaming silently as flames sear his lungs, arms waving wildly, flaming clothes dripping from his skin.

It didn’t hurt…at first.

It was still too early for the pain. Maybe I was in shock, maybe my nerve endings had already been burned off, or maybe I’d never feel anything ever again.

All I knew at that moment was that I wouldn’t make it to the shower in time. It was too far; I’d be walking charcoal by then. Hell, I was practically that now.

Somehow out of the corner of my eye, I saw a puddle of standing water sitting under a stack of runoff pipes. Please, God, let it be water and not more fuel! I took a chance that it was water and not more fuel and threw myself into it to douse the flames.

For once, I caught a break. It was water; I was no longer on fire.

Unfortunately, my night was just beginning…
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