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Foreword

I began my research into the Piper Alpha tragedy in the autumn of 2008. For the first few weeks, I told friends who asked that I was writing the story of 162 men who died when an oil rig exploded on the North Sea. After many hours of reading the history of the Oil Age, I started saying that my book was also about the true cost of humanity’s incredibly ill-advised addiction to petroleum. In just 150 years, our enchantment with oil has bloomed into a dependency on petrochemicals that frightens us all. I recited the famous quote by Sir Walter Scott about fishermen who died at sea—“It’s not fish yer buyin’, it’s men’s lives”—to make the point that responsibility for oil addiction and its consequences lies with each one of us. Not everyone agreed with my logic. Some people insisted that the oil companies and governments are more culpable than consumers because for a century and a half they promoted the use of petroleum for fuel, light, plastics, and fertilizer. They got rich doing it. The oil industry, they said, has also been notorious for trading off the safety of its workers and the health of the environment for profit.

By the time I finished a draft of Death and Oil in the autumn of 2010, the Deepwater Horizon had blown up, killing eleven men and releasing the biggest oil spill in history into the Gulf of Mexico. The rig was on charter to British Petroleum, drilling in five thousand feet of water to reach a pool of oil another twenty thousand feet down. When the news broke, most people outside the oil business were shocked by the extremes to which we now go to satisfy our demand for oil. We were further stunned when British Petroleum and Halliburton and the other contractors who helped BP drill the well blamed each other rather than accepting their own responsibility for the deaths of those men and the fouling of the Gulf.

The book that you are about to read is intensely personal. Men died on Piper Alpha. Their loved ones suffered unspeakable agony. A city was crippled by grief. The oil industry didn’t miss a beat. The sadness and outrage I felt in the telling of this story was unavoidable, but my purpose is only to illuminate a powerful moment in the Oil Age from which we cannot simply look away. I have no doubt that Piper Alpha and Deepwater Horizon will happen again. Regardless of how we spread the blame, we can no longer ignore what is done on our behalf.


Autumn 1988

Six weeks after Bill Barron survived the world’s deadliest oil rig disaster without a scratch he was up to a quart of whiskey a day. When he wasn’t drinking or sleeping, he was digging a hole in the front yard of his cottage near the River Don north of Aberdeen. A few days after he started digging, people walking by could see only the top of his head bobbing up and down as he drove the shovel into the ground, brought his foot down on the top of it, and threw the dirt over his shoulder into what had been his garden. Sometimes, he just got in the hole and leaned on his shovel for a while. Neighborhood children stopped to watch. “What are you doing, Mr. Barron?” one of them asked. “I’m trying to get to Australia,” Bill said, looking up out of his hole without a hint of guile in his weathered Highlander’s smile. The adults on his street in Bridge O’Don who had known Bill for most of his life passed by quickly as though embarrassed by his apparently insane destruction of his property. All of them, of course, knew what had happened to him. In the Black Dog, the pub around the corner, they agreed that Bill was performing some kind of exorcism by digging his own grave over and over. The truth was that Bill just couldn’t get through a day without a buzz or the physical work. This went on for months until his wife, Trish, gave him an ultimatum: Stop drinking and digging or I’m taking our daughter and leaving you.


One

CADDYSHACK

A few minutes before ten o’clock on the night of July 6, 1988, Bill Barron was in the cinema on Piper Alpha, Occidental Petroleum’s champion oil rig 110 miles northeast of Aberdeen in the North Sea. He and a few other men were watching Caddyshack, a farce starring Bill Murray and Rodney Dangerfield. It was a golf movie. Golf was as central to the Scottish character as haggis, defiance, and whiskey, but everybody had already seen it at least once. Some of the men nodded off, tired after finishing their shifts. Barron was half asleep himself, huddled in the cinema out of boredom more than anything. A couple of the men were venting the tension of their workday by reciting punch lines along with the characters on the screen. When Rodney Dangerfield broke wind at a fancy dinner party, they tortured his words with an Aberdonian Doric brogue. “Whoa, did somebody step on a duck?”

The cinema was one of the concessions to comfort that publicity flaks for Occidental and the other oil companies liked to point out in interviews about life offshore. The room had theater seats just like the ones back in Aberdeen, with a video projection booth at the back of the room. The men were away from home for weeks at a time, subjected to the stresses of being surrounded by volatile, toxic chemistry, but they had hot showers, clean sheets, good food, and movies to make their days as bearable as possible. The message was that drilling the bottom of the ocean for oil was a technological challenge akin to taking a trip to the moon but that life aboard a rig was pretty good.

Bill Barron was drowsily watching Bill Murray whack the blossoms in a flower bed with a golf club when he picked up a faintly unfamiliar sensation. Usually, the air on Piper Alpha carried the slick fragrance of hydrocarbons and the constant noise of metal-to-metal torment of a dozen kinds, but you got used to it. Sometimes, when the wind shifted, or a big pump shut down, or a heavy load crashed from a crane hook to the deck, the sensory blend changed just enough to trigger an alarm in him. Barron remembered many moments during his ten years offshore when some distinct change in the smells and sounds of the rig urged him to flee. What he heard in the cinema was something new, a treble rumbling more visceral than audible. He sensed it for a few seconds, woke fully, and sagged back into the chair when it was gone.

Caddyshack had been showing on Piper Alpha for a week. Barron, who was not much of a golfer himself, absorbed the antics on the screen with the same stoic good humor he brought to most of the hours in his days. He was well-settled in himself as a working man who was grateful to have had a good job for most of his life. He did what he was getting paid for and led an essentially interior existence, with a demeanor that was perfectly suited for living well offshore. In the confined spaces of Piper Alpha, a man was better off taking up as little room as possible. Barron never ceased to be amazed that he could be eating a lamb chop for dinner, or enjoying the tropical fish in their tanks in the galley, or watching a movie with the world’s biggest oil rig vibrating beneath him. He had gone outside for a few minutes after dinner and knew that the air was still and the sea calm. It was a beautiful evening in one of the most unlikely places in which a man might find himself, especially since the North Sea was usually a nightmare of rain, wind, and waves big enough to shake the rig like it was made of twigs instead of steel. Barron remembered storms so violent he was surprised to find himself still alive at dawn getting ready for another work day, nights when sleep was impossible against the howling and shuddering of gusts the men would all talk about in the morning. A hundred miles an hour. A hundred and ten. Waves big enough to wash through the upper decks carrying anything that wasn’t bolted down into the dark sea below. As the painting boss, Barron knew every inch of Piper Alpha like no one else. Though he would always rather be at home in Aberdeen, he felt a sense of proprietorship about the rig that surprised him. It was, after all, just a giant machine absurdly plopped down in the middle of the ocean.

Piper Alpha was an awkward layer cake of steel on spindly legs that looked a lot like a gigantic moon lander from the Apollo missions. It had a bottom tier of four distinct aluminum modules—the wellhead; oil and gas separator pumps; gas compression pumps; and main power generators. Above these were the drilling derrick, a crane, and modules for storage, pressure tanks, and exhaust pipes. At the top of the rig were four tiers of crew accommodations that held a hundred and fifty sleeping cabins, a dining room, three game rooms, a library, the movie theater, and the administrative offices. The rig was seven hundred feet tall, four hundred and seventy-five feet of which were underwater, where the rig was anchored by steel and concrete to the seafloor.

The cinema was a twenty-five-by-twenty-five-foot corner of the accommodation module. The sleeping cabins would be familiar to third-class passengers on a ship, with berths for two or four men, a compact sink, shower, and toilet. Each deck had a locker room where the men shed their boots and coveralls after work in an effort to keep their sleeping cabins relatively free from the grime of the rig. The offshore installation manager, who was as omnipotent as a ship’s captain, had his stateroom and an office on A Deck. It was the lowest in the accommodation stack, also housing fifteen cabins, a small gym with a treadmill, a rowing machine, a stationary bicycle, and an assortment of free weights. Off one corridor on B Deck were the offices for other supervisors, including Bill Barron; another changing room; the laundry; and twenty-one cabins. C Deck, where the cinema occupied one corner, held thirty-two cabins, two locker rooms, and two lounges with desks, reading chairs, and couches. D Deck was the top of the stack, with fourteen cabins, the sick bay, recreation room, rig-to-shore telephones, radio room, duty-free store, pantry, kitchen, and a dining room—known as the canteen—that could seat sixty men.

The thirty-by-thirty-foot room had serving hatches opening into the kitchen on the south wall and three square chest-high windows on the north. Against the facing wall were a pair of glass tanks in which an assortment of tropical fish added unlikely life and color to the institutional room. The kitchen could turn out six meals a day for as many as 250 men. A double door in the east wall of the galley led to a reception alcove. Corridors and staircases branched off to sleeping cabins, the sick bay, walk-in freezers, and the pantry. A duty-free bond shop that sold cigarettes, perfume, aftershave, and sweets was in a cubbyhole at the south end of the reception area. When the Dutch door to the shop was open, a model lifeboat with a coin slot in its deck sat on the service counter for donations to the Royal Lifeboat Society. The four decks of the accommodation module were linked by exterior steel stairways—called ladders in the nautical tradition—with handrails on both sides. In the winter, the ladders were icy and treacherous, but even in summer, oil and dampness coated every surface. A slip-and-fall on an oil rig could easily be fatal. After a few trips offshore, the instinct to reach for a handrail on any set of stairs never left a man.

The living conditions were as good as any in the British sector of the North Sea, though everybody envied the men on Norwegian rigs, which were much more luxurious. Offshore veterans relished the pranks they played on new men. A favorite was telling a rookie that a chopper was coming after dinner to take them over to a rig on the Norwegian side that had a disco and plenty of women for dancing. The helicopter landing officer was in on the joke. Most new guys spent a cold hour or two on the helipad waiting in the wind for the disco chopper before they figured it out.

Offshore workers took a job on Piper Alpha with trepidation. Even in calm seas, the rig trembled with an unsettling vibration. In heavy weather, it lurched and shuddered like it was about to come apart. It was noisy as hell and it stunk. All rigs smelled of sulfur, but Piper Alpha put out something extra that took the aroma into the realm of the vile. Everyone was leery, too, of Occidental’s pride in the incredible production of its star offshore platform. The flow of oil to the pipeline terminal at Flotta on Orkney Island rarely fell below 100,000 barrels a day, worth from $1.5 to $4 million depending on the volatile global price for petroleum. On a great day, with everything working just right, Piper Alpha gushed 250,000 barrels of oil through its shore-bound pipeline. The record was 284,000 barrels, set just before demand slumped in the price wars of the early 1980s. The pressure to perform motivated some of the men who liked setting records, but it also increased tension on the platform and most of the workers could not care less how much money Occidental Petroleum made from their labor.

Offshore lore was as potent as storytelling in any other insular culture. Everybody knew that in June 1975 Piper Alpha killed its first man even before the rig was fully assembled. Parts of it were manufactured in Cherbourg, France, and loaded aboard a barge in the English Channel for shipment to the main fabrication yard at Ardersier, northeast of Inverness. In dense fog, a freighter sailed between the tug and barge and snared the half-mile-long towing cable. The freighter broke apart, the pieces went down in minutes, and one of its six crewmen was never found. Maritime disasters have happened regularly on the English Channel and the North Sea forever, but what made this one big news was Occidental Petroleum’s earlier stream of press releases crowing about their gigantic rig. It would be the heaviest ever built, erected in deeper water than any oil platform in history. During two years of construction, workers called the massive assembly of girders, rails, and pilings “The Monster,” but for most of them there was also a sense of pride. They were after all building the biggest thing of its kind in the world.

In 1982, three more men died when a gangway collapsed between Piper Alpha and the support platform, Tharos, that was alongside as a floating hotel for extra workers. Then, in March 1984, an explosion ripped through the production modules, forcing an emergency shutdown and the evacuation of the 175 men aboard at the time. A few men were hurt, four seriously, but if the explosion had not happened at lunchtime when most were upstairs in the canteen, many would have died. Consistent with the culture of secrecy that governs life offshore, Occidental never revealed the conclusions of an inquiry into the accident. Accidents like the explosion on Piper Alpha killed and maimed men with terrible regularity on the North Sea; Occidental, British Petroleum, Shell, Texaco, Chevron, and the other companies managed publicity with the same ruthless efficiency they brought to extracting oil and gas.

The rigs themselves were audacious. Piper Alpha’s jacket—the framework attached to the seafloor that supported the production, drilling, and accommodation modules—weighed 28 million pounds. It stood 552 feet tall when upright but had been built while lying on its side to reduce effects of gravity as it grew. The construction of such a massive assemblage of steel would have been perfect for the shipyards of Glasgow, Belfast, and the River Clyde, which, in the early 1970s, were crumbling ruins as heavy steel construction migrated to Asia. The American oil barons who were orchestrating the extraction of the North Sea bonanza wanted nothing to do with still-powerful unions in the British shipyards. Instead, they ordered their rigs from companies which agreed to build fourteen new fabrication yards around the United Kingdom. Each was an employment juggernaut that almost overnight salvaged Great Britain’s labor force from the depths of a recession that had idled a third of the nation’s workers. Most of the men learned to be pipe fitters, welders, boilermakers, concrete workers, painters, X-ray inspectors, or took up one of the dozens of other trades on the job. Fewer than one in a hundred of the twenty-five thousand men and women in the fabrication yards were in unions.

Life in the yards was akin to what their ancestors had endured in wartime factories driven by urgency: overtime, meat and potatoes, and cramped living quarters in remote outposts. One of the biggest challenges was simply finding places for fourteen thousand men to sleep on the outskirts of a village of a hundred and fifty people. Off the coast near several fabrication yards, the oil companies moored chartered cruise ships to handle the flood of men. In others, the workers’ first job was to build their own barracks while living in tents or camp trailers. For many of the men, a job in one of the fabrication yards was a ticket to what most of them assumed would be more well-paid work offshore when they finished building the rigs.

Piper Alpha’s jacket left the Ardersier fabrication yard on specially built barges in early June 1975. The rust-colored monster looked like the steel framework of a tall building lying on its side as it moved slowly past the ecstatically green slopes of the Highlands, out of Moray Firth, and into the North Sea. The weather forecast was good. At just over one knot an hour, the four tugs towing the jacket took almost a week to reach the site that had been carefully selected by Occidental’s geologists as the heart of the field. On the last day, the weathermen turned out to be wrong. Dawn broke with a howling ninety-knot gale and sixty-foot waves. They arrived at the latitude and longitude specified months ago by the geologists, but couldn’t hold their position. In desperation, they dumped the jacket as close as they could to the site of the template that divers had installed on the seafloor to which the jacket would be anchored.

The next day, wind and sea returned to normal for June and the job of permanently fixing Piper Alpha to the seabed began. On the surface, pile drivers drove steel shafts through sheaths at the bottom of each of the rig’s four giant legs, through the template, and 390 feet into the earth. Fortunately, the battering the jacket took the day before when it hit the bottom in the wrong place didn’t bend the legs out of position. Divers, saturated with nitrogen and living in pressurized habitats for month-long shifts, completed the anchoring job by welding the legs in place. They illuminated the seafloor around the rig with enormous lights, transforming the darkness into a technoscape reminiscent of the monolith scene on the moon in the movie 2001: A Space Odyssey. Working alone and in pairs, the divers joined steel with beads of tungsten welding rods ignited by cables from the surface. When the rig was as firmly emplaced as any man-made structure on earth, they fitted the thirty-six sleeves through which the drills and the pipe from each wellhead would be guided.

Hundreds of men worked on the hookup crew, swarming over and under the rig as the production and accommodation modules, drilling floor, derrick, and ten thousand tons of heavy equipment were mounted on the jacket. Occidental parked Tharos alongside as the headquarters for the hookup and a hotel for the men who were not billeted aboard one of the many other support ships and barges that came and went. On Tharos, and among the specialized crews who came out from Aberdeen to link Piper Alpha to the oil it had come to extract, the word spread about the plague of already urgent repairs needed on the giant new rig. Corrosion had been eating at the steel since it was laid in place in Ardersier. Welds were separating or pitted. The immense pressures of moving the jacket and plunging it into the sea had broken some of the cross members and warped others. Grumbling on an industrial job site was as natural to the work gangs as breathing, but by the time Piper Alpha was ready to drill its first well in November 1976, the grumbling had turned to genuine concern that the rig was fatally flawed. “We could see that Oxy had taken a lot of shortcuts on that rig, the way they added cross braces after the jacket was finished, cracks in the steel as soon as it was in the water, lots of corrosion,” said one of the men on the hookup crew. “It was a wreck of a job. The joke was that the Piper would be the first fucking oil rig on the fucking moon when it blows.”

Even on a rig with a bad reputation, life offshore suited Bill Barron. He didn’t believe that Piper Alpha was any more dangerous than any other rig on the North Sea. Thousands of men had been injured or killed on the rigs, many of them because they weren’t paying attention or were taking unnecessary risks. Barron knew how to handle himself pretty well in places where most people would be uncomfortable. He was a slow, careful walker, a man whose eyes never stopped moving when he wasn’t absolutely sure he was safe. Barron believed he had survived to be a fifty-two-year-old painting boss on an oil rig by paying attention. Though he was a small man at five and a half feet, he was quick and muscled, with a boxer’s reaction time. Barron came from country people tied to the Scottish Highlands by generations of farmers, warriors, and seamen. Most of the men in his family trickled into construction work that took them from the farm to a succession of bridges and dams during the prosperity of postwar reconstruction that crested in the late 1950s. Barron had seen a wearying future for himself in rural Scotland so he joined the army as soon as he was old enough to legally sign his own name, thinking he would make a career of it. In the elite Royal Highland Regiment—the Black Watch—Barron soldiered for three years in Kenya and Germany. In 1960, he earned a coveted assignment at Holyroodhouse in Edinburgh, but guarding the queen and her palace bored the hell out of him and the shine went off his plan to stay in the army. When his enlistment ended, Barron found a job on a concrete crew that was part of the first attempt by England and France to link the two countries with a tunnel under the English Channel. When the first Chunnel attempt failed, he stuck with the Sika concrete company which took him to jobs building tunnels in coal mines in Wales and dams in Scotland, as well as a string of bridges all over the British Isles. He met and married Patricia, Trish. They had Melanie in 1970. Home life was a succession of his months-long absences while Trish worked in a laundry in Aberdeen, tended their cottage in Bridge O’Don, raised their daughter, and welcomed him home for an occasional two weeks with the plodding resignation of a ship captain’s wife. Barron was doing well enough to own a house, well enough to relax and putter when he was home, but as he drifted into his forties he wanted more time in Aberdeen and less time in construction camps. Like everyone else, he watched warily as the Americans with their hats and indecipherable accents began to arrive on the Northeast coast of Scotland in the late sixties. The oil thing looked like a boomer, most people thought, but the word up and down Union Street in Aberdeen was that it would be a flash in the pan, here today, gone tomorrow. Barron kept his job with Sika until 1977 when two weeks at home for every two weeks spent on a job offshore was irresistible. By then, too, it looked like the oil business was going to be around longer than anybody figured.

Life at home got better for the Barrons when Bill went to work offshore. Trish was sleeping beside her husband much more often than any time during the past twenty years. Melanie was heading into adolescence with her father in her life. Bill’s love of hunting and shooting with his pair of spaniels had existed mostly in longing memory, but every two weeks they were more real to him than ever before. He had always liked tinkering with cars, too, and bought himself a classic black and orange Vauxhall Victor, one of the last of its kind. Life on the rigs was toxic for countless marriages in Aberdeen but Bill and Trish were somehow immune from the plague. When Barron asked himself why, he always came up with the same answer: I just love my wife.

Offshore, Barron was known as a good boss. He and his painting crews called their endless work “chasing the rust,” which was the truth about what they did. Without constant sand blasting, wire brushing, corrosion coating, and painting, a steel oil rig exposed to saltwater and the weather would be a derelict in a few years. His crews could only work when their highly flammable coatings and paints were nowhere near any open flame or electrical arc. Some days he needed two men, some days he needed a dozen. On the night that Barron sat watching Caddyshack in the cinema he had just sent eight of his men ashore. The installation of a new pipeline and maintenance on a gas pump was going to close off most of the rig for the coming week. Three painters were still aboard but Barron wasn’t sure what they were going to do the next day.

Of the 226 men on Piper Alpha, 160 were off-duty that night. For twelve hours, until they went back to work at six in the morning, they would go about the routines of eating, sleeping, and passing the time. They had careful boundaries with each other, knowing that in close quarters life could be grim when conflicts or misunderstandings occurred. Fifteen years into the North Sea oil boom, most of the bad apples had been fired or quit and the oil companies and contractors kept careful track of which men were trouble offshore. The worst thing that could happen to a man on a rig was to be branded NRB—Not Required Back—which put him on that particular company’s Black List. If he found another job and fouled up again, he was likely to find himself on what everybody called the White List, which meant no company on the North Sea would let him in the door. Organized labor tried to fight back, but less than one percent of all men offshore were in a union so the Black Lists and White Lists endured. It was nothing like the early years of the boom when any man with a pulse could work offshore. In those days, the danger of living on a platform in the middle of the ocean was compounded by personality conflicts, grudges, and an atmosphere more like a prison block than a temporary home. Now, in the much more sedate days and nights of the production era, off-duty men did laundry, read in their cabins, played snooker or cards, went to the movies, or slept. Every one of them had been searched for drugs, alcohol, weapons, and other contraband known to disrupt the fragile society on an oil rig. Betting on cards, pool, or other games was forbidden.

In the lounge on D Deck, Eddie Crowden was in one of the six phone booths talking to his girlfriend, Kay Harney. Phone calls were free and among the most precious of perks offshore. Crowden was forty-seven and recently divorced with four daughters, the youngest of whom was eighteen. On Piper Alpha that night, he counted the hours until he would see Kay. Harney, also forty-seven, was divorced with two children. Crowden was an electrician whose primary job was keeping tabs on the batteries in the lifeboats and other safety equipment. It was repetitive, endless work, he complained to Kay, a job that bored the hell out of him, but he couldn’t walk away from the money. Unlike most of the men who worked for one of the two dozen contractors on Piper Alpha, Crowden was on the Occidental payroll. In the subtle caste system on a rig, company men were a cut above contractors. Crowden had one of the better staterooms, with a window, had only one roommate, and knew from week to week where he would be working. Still, he spent every day aboard the rig wishing he were back in Portlethen, the fishing village south of Aberdeen where he and Kay lived. Crowden was a big, beefy man, suited to the fishing life of his ancestors who faced danger but depended on the freedom of a boat on the open sea to make their lives worth living. Before the boom, a thousand or so people lived on the little harbor with its fleet of day boats at a pace that was not much different than it had been for hundreds of years. After the oil, the population swelled to more than five thousand scattered around the village and in the nearby uplands. The women of Portlethen and the other seabound villages of Northeast Scotland were used to welcoming their men home and sending them away again, but there was something different in the way the oilmen came and went. It might have been the money, or the arrival of so many people from away, but in a place where divorce had only recently been unthinkable, lying and deception suddenly seemed to warp many marriages. Everyone heard the stories of men who added two or three days to their time offshore so instead of coming straight home they could fetch up in Aberdeen, an old Calvinist city that had become a Klondike of bars, casinos, strip clubs, and hotels that asked no questions.

After Eddie Crowden told Kay Harney how bored he was with his job on Piper Alpha, she told him that her darts party with the girls seemed a waste without him giving her the eye from the bar. Then they talked about getting married when things settled down. It had been coming up a lot lately, and it was Kay who seemed to be dragging her heels. Neither of them was really sure what when-things-settled-down meant beyond the comfort of the words that warbled over the satellite telephone. Just before 10 p.m., Eddie and Kay ended their day with promises.


Two

PUMPING MONEY

On Piper Alpha’s production deck, fifty feet below Eddie Crowden and Bill Barron, the endless work of extracting crude oil went on through the night. Sole responsibility for keeping it flowing in from the wells and out through the pipelines during the night shift rested on Bob Vernon. Vernon was descended from working men who for generations had hammered, poured, smelted, and refined whatever humanity demanded. When that demand vanished after the Second World War, tens of thousands of men from Falkirk, Vernon’s hometown, and the rest of the industrial centers of Great Britain were cast into the difficult business of reinventing themselves. Like so many, Vernon had been saved by North Sea oil. He learned how to run big machines, manage crews of men, and cope with the pressure of life offshore, eventually landing one of the top jobs on the world’s biggest oil rig. Unlike the drillers, painters, welders, divers, maintenance men, plumbers, cooks, and stewards who were beholden to contractors selling services to Occidental, Vernon and the others who manned the control room on Piper Alpha worked directly for the company.

Vernon had taken over as Piper Alpha’s lead production operator for the twelve-hour shift that began at six in the evening. He and his relief, known as his back-to-back, Harold Flook, never encountered each other beyond the confines of the rig and the chopper lounge at Aberdeen airport, but they both brought the practiced competency of lifers to their jobs. They always met a half hour or so before each shift started to go over the logs, work orders, notes, and maintenance records. Their conversation was mundane, but both men paid close attention to the details of their handoff. An oversight about the inner workings of the rig could be dangerous or at the very least slow the flow of crude oil to shore.

Piper Alpha was the most productive oil rig on the North Sea. Vernon initialed a production log attesting that it had pumped 138,294 barrels of crude oil to the Occidental terminal on Orkney Island during the previous twenty-four hours. Neither man bothered to compute the value of the oil, but at that day’s price of $14 a barrel it was worth $1,936,116. That was only half of what Occidental expected Piper Alpha to produce in twenty-four hours, but Vernon wasn’t worried about the shortfall. Like all offshore rigs, Piper Alpha was in a constant state of repair, alteration, and improvement. In the middle of the summer, when the foulest weather on the North Sea let up, the pace of the work maintenance intensified at the expense of production tallies.

Piper Alpha was not only a drilling and production platform but a junction station for gas flowing from two other platforms. Texaco’s Tartan, twelve miles to the east, and Occidental’s own Claymore twenty-two miles to the southwest, pumped their gas through Piper Alpha to shore. That summer, Occidental was hurrying to connect a third rig in the giant Frigg gas field, Chanter, to Piper Alpha’s pipelines. When the work on the Chanter pipeline was done, all four rigs would be sending gas to shore through a platform known as MCP-01, a giant pump on a concrete tower attached to the seafloor. Denied even a name, MCP-01’s main function was to boost the pressure in the pipeline from Piper Alpha and the other rigs to keep the gas moving through two thirty-two-inch pipes on its long journey to shore. Every gas-fired furnace, fireplace, and factory in the British Isles depended on the steady flow of North Sea gas.

Installing the Chanter pipeline and performing summer maintenance at the same time was tricky business. Deepwater divers tended by two extra ships, Maersk Cutter and Lowland Cavalier, were laying pipe on the seafloor. From the support platform Tharos, other divers were guiding the line up to Piper Alpha’s pumps. A team of inspectors had been on Piper Alpha for a month to pressure test each of the three-hundred-some valves on the rig. Bill Barron’s painters and crews of maintenance men were fighting their constant battle against rust and corrosion. Divers stationed on Piper Alpha were doing pretty much the same thing to the four hundred feet of the gigantic steel structure that was underwater. Drillers were sinking no new wells from Piper Alpha, but they constantly deepened, reamed, and cleaned the holes already bored into the crude oil below. Strictly speaking, rigs only drilled for oil. Piper
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