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DISCLAIMER: Customs, regulations, laws and ways of doing things change. What I’ve put down on paper here was true at times I was living and working in those particular places at those particular times. They may have changed at the time of your reading. Names, dates and identifying information may have been changed to protect the personal privacy of individuals involved.

For Boy




Because I was often away working while you were growing up and you didn’t know much about what that meant. This will fill it in a bit.

And for the Amazing Mrs. N, who showed me what it was to be a good person. I’m trying.



“Wherever you go becomes a part of you somehow.”—Anita Desai

‘It takes so little, so infinitely little, for someone to find himself on the other side of the border, where everything – love, convictions, faith, history – no longer has meaning. The whole mystery of human life resides on the fact that it is spent in the immediate proximity of, and even in direct contact with, that border, that it is separated from it not by kilometers but by barely a millimeter.’—Milan Kundera

“Sorcery is the sauce fools spoon over failure to hide the flavor of their own incompetence.”—George R. R. Martin, A Clash of Kings
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"I have lived more places than Sinbad the Sailor."

Indeed, I have lived in every province of my home country, Canada—other than the Maritime region—and ten overseas countries, including the area around Basrah, Sinbad’s Iraqi base city when he wasn’t “sourcing” his own material for One Thousand and One Nights.

International spy? Much more prosaic than that. Working as a trainer for Oil and Gas operations in the Middle East, North Africa and Asia, alternated with instructing at a variety of North American universities, has necessitated it. Along the way, I have picked up sensibilities from numerous cultures and have taken the opportunity to write about them. Along with being a columnist for newspapers in Japan and Canada, I have written a variety of fiction and non-fiction in periodicals, journals and online sites, where you can find my novels and short stories. I have works housed in the national archives of both Canada and Japan.
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Madogiwazoku (the "window ledge tribe") refers to employees whose skills and services are not really needed, but that the company finds some use for. Instead of doing the same work as their busy workmates, they are given a pleasant spot by the window to while away working hours doing useless endeavours. Like sourcing this book. 
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It is estimated that my home country, Canada, is home to over 630 indigenous tribes, or First Nations. 

In Yemen, Libya and Saudi Arabia, I encountered many more. Many of those identify more with their tribal affiliation than they do with their national one. 

In the end, however, the most exotic tribe was one I found I actually belonged to myself: the madogiwazoku.
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PROLOGUE
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Profession: sourcer-er.   

At least that’s what I write on Customs forms whenever I enter a country that demands I put a label on myself in order to enter their particular flavour of paradise. The label is not original. Like most writers, I stole it, in my case from Tom Robbins’ John Paul Ziller character in his first novel, Another Roadside Attraction.

In Ziller’s case, it was an obsession to get back to the ultimate source of life, the universe and everything, to borrow a phrase from another iconic novel. In mine, it’s because I was trained as, and still consider myself, a Historian, someone who seeks to understand how the fascinating strands that make the world work mesh together. And you can’t be a Historian without sources; that would make you either a liar, a plagiarist or a novelist. And as any real historian knows, primary sources beat secondary ones all day long. And the only way to create your own primary sources is to go directly to their ... well, source ... if you will. 

That’s how after graduating as a Historian with no particular means of support I found myself living and working for the next 30 years in Asia, the Middle East and North Africa as well as most provinces in my own place of birth: Japan (twice), Yemen (twice), the Neutral Zone between Kuwait and Saudi Arabia, Libya, Qatar, Iraq, Abu Dhabi and Kazakhstan. 

If you’re like the majority of people, the only things you know about Kazakhstan come from the Borat movies, and the little you know about Yemen comes from Chandler Bing pretending he’s getting transferred there on the TV show Friends but never actually getting on the plane. I didn’t want to be Chandler Bing and never getting on the plane. Maybe more like Borat investigating America. Instead of just reading and studying about the places I found so interesting, I wanted to go straight to the source and get to see and understand them for myself, both sitting next to the window watching what was going on and being down on the ground living it. 

Hopefully, I got it a little more accurate than Borat did in either America or Kazakhstan.

Remember what the dormouse said: “Feed your head.”
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People’s lives can change by the smallest of circumstances, turning left at an intersection instead of right, sitting beside an unknown person in a crowded lecture hall, filling in at work for a colleague while they go home for vacation. My life changed when in my last semester of Graduate study, I saw an ad posted by the Japanese Ministries of Foreign Affairs, Internal Affairs and Education to come work in the Land of the Rising Sun and jumped at it. The idea was that I’d have a bit of an adventure, make a bit of money after years of being a student, and take the time to consider whether I wanted to get a Doctorate degree or not. It became a long year because three decades years later, I was still doing it, finding a fertile niche working as a trainer for Oil and Gas operations in the Middle East, Central Asia and North Africa. As the Japanese proverb goes, I’d already eaten the poison, so I might as well lick the plate.

I can’t say it was the smartest thing to do. If I could live my life over again and do it right (with an actual plan, maybe?), I’d become a poor man’s Gwynne Dyer, the UK-based journalist and military historian (although a downmarket version of the Intelligence historian Christopher Andrew was a more likely outcome), but I can’t say it was mistake either. How many other people can say they’ve been so closely aligned to the tides of history as I have. 

During the Cold War with the USSR, I was a graduate student closely studying the origins of and subtleties of that long-simmering existential near-war. Just as that great struggle collapsed like the tires on a poorly-designed Lada driving over non-existent roads during the spring rasputitsa season, I found myself living in the next existential conflict of my generation: feared economic domination by a Bizarro Bubble Japan that was buying everything with a vowel in it while the West’s economies struggled. 

We all know how that turned out. 

A series of Islamic and Arab countries followed: I was in Yemen watching as that benighted nation struggled to find its way after its latest civil war, when some promise existed, up to and including when al-Qaeda took its bite out of the country; soon after, I spent time working in the intellectual wasteland of Saudi Arabia that spawned the authors of 9/11; I was in Qatar and the United Arab Emirates as they emerged phoenix-like from the desert to become some of the richest nations on earth; just as the Americans overthrew Saddam Hussein and occupied Iraq, I was there sourcing the conflict; I was in Kazakhstan as it struggled to find its identity while sandwiched between the superpowers of a decaying and dying Russia and an ascendant and assertive China; and I lived in Libya when Qaddafi was still the mad dictator of that beautiful land and luckily left just before its collapse. 

I’ve lived under absolute monarchies, constitutional monarchies, a number of “Presidents-for-Life,” civil wars, foreign military occupations and outright terrorist dictatorships. Along the way, I’ve played Duck, Duck, Goose with Japanese elementary school students; become a bit of a media celebrity for no earthly reason other than the accident of my birthplace; been both pursued and shunned by comely young ladies out of my league simply because I was “foreign and exotic;” seriously thought I was about to be kidnapped for ransom; had three colleagues shot dead a football field away from where I was standing; was within spitting distance of where modern drone warfare was born, and commuted to work in an armoured convoy of Toyota Land Cruisers, wearing full body armour and accompanied by up to a half dozen armed private security members. 

So it began playing Duck, Duck, Goose and progressed to trying to avoid the terrorism, revolutions and uprisings. 

Bismillah. 

Ikimashou!

Sapardan läzzat alıñız.
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YOU CAN’T GET THERE FROM HERE
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(But Once You Do It’s Surprisingly Easy to Get Around)

Bold decision, isn’t it, starting a travel book with some anecdotes about how difficult the actual process of travelling can sometimes be when you’re doing it almost weekly, even before COVID pandemic restrictions and 9/11 security precautions multiplied it manyfold? Doesn’t the very root – the source – of the word, “travel,” come from the French word, “travail,” after all? 

From dictionary.com: 

travail


[ truh-veyl,trav-eyl ]






Noun:


	painfully difficult or burdensome work; toil.

	pain, anguish or suffering resulting from mental or physical hardship.

	the pain of childbirth.


Early in my career, a boss of mine, The Bigamist (more of whom later), mentioned to me that he kept a travel log listing all the air flights he’d taken over the years. It sounded like a nice idea, and I am up to 544 successful takeoffs in jets, propellor planes and helicopters as I write this. Thankfully, I have exactly the same number of successful landings, although one each of the helicopter and propellor flights were close calls.

Why so many? For a large part of three decades, I worked a variety of oil rotational jobs throughout the Middle East and North Africa, flying in and out every 28 days, even flying around in-country during those days to different company work sites and locations. And no, despite the subtitle to this work, most of it was in an aisle seat, not the window (better leg room and easier access to the “facilities” on 11-hour flights). Most of those trips took five connections and 27 hours from door-to-door.
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I must admit that my overseas travel beginnings were not auspicious. I got my first passport shortly after finishing high school when I was encouraged by a friend to go to Scotland and play low-level, semi-professional hockey (I was never good enough to play even that low level and I would also be expected to tend bar to earn my keep) for a team attached to a ski resort. A broken leg put paid to that before I got anywhere near the airport.

My second attempt worked out better, but not without a few hiccups. While finishing up a Masters degree in Slavic Studies/Revolutions/Espionage & Intelligence, I desperately wanted to do some of my doctoral work in the Soviet Union. For the time being, that wasn’t possible. My inquiries into studying there directly were unsuccessful. In the meantime, there were those pesky student loans to pay back. I decided to explore taking a year off to earn some money working overseas first. I became aware of a new exchange program sponsored by the Japanese government. I applied. One spring day, the answer came in the mail: rejection. Then, just hours later, I got a phone call from the Japanese Consulate inviting me to an interview in Toronto. I was ultimately successful.

And so it began. Over three decades later, I’m still waiting to enter that PhD program and the USSR, in the meantime, has ceased to exist.

Before I get to three of my more “memorable” flights, a couple of narratives about how difficult it sometimes was to simply get to work in the morning once I was there. A typical day in Iraq, where I contracted for a government-run oil company during and after the Iraq war, saw me get up in my supremely well-guarded camp fortress located far out in the desert, behind multiple armed checkpoints that required rotating access passes to get to, living behind blast-resistant concrete perimeter walls, armed guards in pill boxes along the walls in regular intervals, sniffer dogs and mirrors on poles to check vehicle undercarriages, and offset jersey barriers and bollards at exit points. 

After breakfast at a communal mess hall, my team would collect at the security offices to hear the overnight threat assessment delivered by our own private security team, the oil company’s team, and the Iraqi government’s evaluation. Some days there were warnings and some days there were not. Some days we went about our business as usual and some days there were restrictions placed upon us. Some days – and even weeks – we were confined to camp and not allowed to leave at all. Several times, we were an hour or so into our journey to the oil fields only to be told to turn around, pick up our personal belongings at base camp and driven to the airport and sent home until it was deemed calm enough to return weeks or months later.

Regardless of the day, we travelled in convoys of armoured Land Cruisers manned by contingents of retired British military personnel supplemented with local Iraqi security. We wore full body armour and, along the way, we would be stopped at multiple checkpoints run by the US military, the Iraqi military, and various branches of local police and security services. At each, we would be thoroughly checked for the proper documentation: passports with proper visas, HIV inoculations, special documentation for each vehicle to be allowed access, registration numbers and licences for each and every gun our security carried, any and all of which could have changed capriciously and arbitrarily at any time in the last hour without notification. I have a particular “fond” memory of being on my mobile phone with the Iraqi head of company security back at head office (he was in my Manager’s class) trying to sort a stoppage out while a member of our British security faced off with company security, pistols drawn, windscreens smashed.
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In Yemen, ancestral homeland of the bin Laden family, security while travelling on the ground was initially designed more to prevent kidnappings than terrorism, at least until 9/11 and the emergence of al-Qaeda, ISIS, Daesh, ISIL and their offshoots. 

Is there a more disadvantaged country in the world than Yemen? In just the time since WWII, Yemen has suffered through civil war in the North (1962-70), war between the north and south (1972), rebellion (1978-82), war between north and south again in 1979), more civil war (1994), conflict with Eritrea (1995), the al-Qaeda insurgency (1998-2015), six internal wars between 2004 and 2010, insurgency in the south (2009-15), revolution (2011-12), and more ongoing civil war from 2014 continuing through to the time of this writing. 

One of the poorest, least-developed, most-armed and violent nations in the world, the average Yemeni family income was said to be $3 USD/day during my time there. With only meagre oil resources, jobs there (or more importantly, the training that allowed them to work as expats in the rich Gulf nation and send remittances home to large, extended families) were worth more than gold. If the conquering Roman armies once called it “Arabia Felix,”—“Happy Yemen”—for its comparative fertility compared to the rest of the dry, arid rocky Arabian Peninsula, the name has long since ceased to apply. As the Arab proverb goes, “The unluckiest man is he who rides the lion or rules Yemen.”

Few international carriers choose to service Yemen other than Lufthansa, who only flew to the capital, Sana’a. For the most part, our only choice was the local national carrier, Yemenia, which ran a fleet of antiquated Boeing jets running on cannibalised and jury-rigged parts. Given that they could never count on being paid, Boeing simply refused to supply them with parts, trained mechanics, repairs, or any other kind of support. Inside the planes, tray tables and panels came in all different colours and mismatched sizes, air masks routinely bounced into our laps on landings. On one particular landing in Dubai, three out of the four engines were inoperative and billowing smoke as the airport fire teams chased us down the runway to drown us in fire-suppressant foam. Amazingly, Yemenia had never had a flight fatality in its entire operational history by the time I stopped flying on them.

That isn’t saying flying on them, especially on internal domestic flights, wasn’t chaotic. The airline didn’t assign seats on domestic flights, relying on the “rush” system, where passengers simply stormed the airplane once the gates were opened and scrambled and fought for the “best seats.” There was no pre-boarding for those needing assistance, no boarding by rows, no assigned seat numbers, and the flights were often oversold, leaving valid ticketholders with no place to sit. Moreover, even once after seated, passengers could arbitrarily be ordered to leave the plane when VIPs with “wasta” were brought on board and given seats already taken.

I witnessed an onboard death while flying Yemenia (and yet another on Air Canada), and several times was left stranded, sitting in grim airport departure lounges for up to 12 hours when planes simply didn’t arrive, no announcements or alternate arrangements being made, everyone simply sitting and waiting for that lengthy period of time for a plane to hopefully eventually arrive.
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In Libya, getting into the country, not around in it, was the issue. Libya, at the time, was still being run by the dictator, Muammar Qaddafi (whom I affectionately referred to as Daffy Duck), who ran the place like a personal fiefdom, refusing to set up competent ministries and officials because ANYONE with ANY power of any kind was considered a threat to overturn his rule. Internationally, Libya was a pariah for Qaddafi’s penchant for state-sponsored terrorism. There should have been a poster in the airport saying, “It’s been XX days since the international community condemned us for something we think is totally okay and normal.” Sanctions rivalling those currently applied to North Korea were firmly in place. Even if you managed to get a visa from the Libyan government, it was impossible to get an electronic ticket issued as the country was blacklisted from all international organisations. Many expats were forced to endure days-long, stomach-churning hovercraft ferries across the Mediterranean or dangerous Land Cruiser rides through lands infested with brigands to neighbouring countries’ borders. 

There was a very brief period of time between 2003 when Qaddafi renounced weapons of mass destruction and terrorism and the start of the civil war 2011 when border control was loosened but even then, travel was unreliable and dangerous. Mediterranean cruise ships that had previously been granted berthing rights could suddenly be refused landing unless money changed hands. Qaddafi once even changed the visa regulations for 300 British Airways passengers inflight in retribution for his son being found guilty of abusing a maid in Europe. The plane took off from London with 300 passengers who all had valid visas. When it landed a few hours later in Libya, those same passengers were told their visas were invalid and the plane sent back to London with them still on it. 

So ... you can’t get there from here. As any good sourcer-er knows, all good tales come in groups of three, a travel travails trilogy, if you will.

THE-PAY-IS-LATE TRIPOLI FLIGHT DEBACLE

Which brings us to “THE-PAY-IS-LATE” debacle, involving both Tripoli and London, just like the Qadaffi incident above. THE-PAY-IS-LATE stands for what those of us who worked there called the recruitment/personnel company I was involved with off and on for around a dozen years. Why so long? Because although the pay was usually agonizing late, it was also very good. More importantly, they were sending me to cultures and places I’d never to be able to “source” on my own without them.

At the time THE-PAY-IS-LATE contacted me about a position working for the Libyan state oil company, I was contracted to Aramco, the world’s largest oil company, working and living in the “Neutral Zone” between Kuwait and Saudi Arabia. Rather than deciding which country the field belonged to with tanks, missiles and howitzers – like most “civilised” nations do – the Kuwaitis and Saudis decided to declare the territory neutral, not belonging territorially to either and share the proceeds that came from extracting the oil. If only Saddam Hussein could have agreed with them when he first started to look at Kuwait sideways. The story of the Middle East might be much different now.

The town I was in in the Neutral Zone reflected the impermanence of the place. The town had one unsatisfactory grocery store, not a single restaurant anyone without the stomach lining of a camel would eat at, no public transportation or taxis, and the lavishly appointed Aramco facilities (which as a contractor I was forbidden from using) had figurative tumbleweeds growing in every direction you could look, as local Saudi and Kuwaiti employees fled the region the second their shifts ended. 

You could still see bullet holes in the facades of buildings where Saddam Hussein had made his only (unsuccessful) foray into Saudi territory after rolling into Kuwait. It was almost impossible to staff the operation with expatriate workers, something almost unheard of in the Middle East. It was that desultory. The only expats I ever saw there were the ones who filled the six contracted positions my pre-THE-PAY-IS-LATE company had contractually agreed to supply Kuwaiti Gulf Oil/Aramco with. Most of the time, it was impossible to fill those six positions.

It would have been much easier to fill those empty positions if we contractors were granted access to the lavish KGO/Aramco facilities that lay unused while we had to put up with conditions that would have to be raised several degrees just to be called basic. The KGO/Aramco direct-hire employees were provided with modern, fully-equipped housing in compounds with gyms, bowling alleys, playgrounds, swimming pools and every other mod-con you could think of. We lived in substandard, drafty, trailers slapped down at the end of an industrial park. The standard was so bad that after a mental-health break during a lengthy Ramadan holiday to the nearby “big cities” of Dammam and Khobar, the private driver I had to hire to bring me “home” found it hard to believe that we were in the right place when I had him drop me off, refusing to believe that expats would be asked to live in such conditions.

KGO/Aramco employees got access to subsidised company restaurants with qualified chefs and complete menus. We were left to fend for ourselves, cooking whatever we could find in the town’s one inadequate grocery store on our own.

They had jobs for life, with full benefits, top-of-the-line pay, pensions, free overseas flights twice a year, no taxation and all utilities and services provided for free. We had none of the above, except for a single yearly flight. 

It was so bad that our Northern-Ireland boss broke all country and company rules by letting us keep physical possession of our passports so we could escape to Kuwait City a few dozen miles away on Fridays off in an attempt to keep our sanity. Otherwise, he would never have been able to keep the six positions we’d promised to staff filled and the company would have had to pay substantial penalties.

I had just returned from being kicked out of a private Japanese dining hall in the Neutral Zone when I got the offer to work in Libya from THE-PAY-IS-LATE. The Japanese had had a decades-long lease on the facilities before being kicked out by its Arab partners for ... well ... acting like they thought they were in Manchukuo in the 1930s. Although the drilling rights to the field were taken away from them after the expiry of the lease, the Japanese were allowed to remain behind and operate the processing facilities. Probably because no one else wanted to. 

Fluent enough in Japanese to translate as part of my living, culturally aware after having lived in Japan itself for more than half a decade, I had applied for and received permission to eat in their off-limits private restaurant, the only non-Japanese allowed to do so. It was literally the only place in the Neutral Zone to get a decent meal. Any meal, truth be told, unless you cooked it yourself.

Despite wading through a rice paddy full of snakes, rats and leeches to fill in all the required paperwork to enter the private restaurant, apparently I wasn’t BOHICA enough. Those of you have ever actually lived in Japan know what BOHICA stands for: Bend-Over-Here-It-Comes-Again. Self-abasement and deference to authority is what Japan runs on. Kind of like beans-on-toast for British breakfasts, qat in Yemen, or AR-15s in America.

Anyway, my first visit to eat there, I was told before I‘d finished my teriyaki shrimp that the approval I’d received to dine there was a mistake and never to return. With no transportation available in the entire town, I then had to walk several miles in extreme heat and humidity to return to my completely substandard housing. 

So I was already in a pissy mood when I turned on my computer and saw the email about the job offer in Africa. I’d spoken by phone a few weeks earlier to someone from THE-PAY-IS-LATE about upcoming Libyan projects. Now, they were offering me the position. I couldn’t have been happier. Not only would it get me out of the “Neutral Zone,” the pay was roughly triple and it was rotational.  I would be able to work a 28-28 schedule: 28 days working in Libya followed by 28 days at home with my family. The only catch was they wanted me to start immediately, and I didn’t like the idea of breaking my current contract. Nor had THE-PAY-IS-LATE shown me a written contract yet.

Thank God for Easter (groans—I’m not sure His Son was as thankful). I was scheduled to take some vacation time off from the Neutral Zone. Rather than giving my notice before I left, I packed as much as I could and headed home, not willing to burn any bridges in case it didn’t turn out.

It was a good thing, too. “Immediately” turned into a few days to get visas worked out, which turned into a week, which morphed into “soon,” which quickly became “perhaps a few weeks or a month.” In retrospect, the THE-PAY-IS-LATE table was just being set for the entirety of my dozen or so years with them, a multi-million-dollar company sending hundreds of contractors out, all run by mobile phone out of an owner’s pocket, who routinely refused to reply to any questions unless and until it served him. 

With my “vacation” time almost over and no signed contract to Libya forthcoming, I informed THE-PAY-IS-LATE that I would be returning to the Neutral Zone. They then pretended shock and surprise that I was already employed and working in the Middle East when both our daily correspondence and my résumé had made that plainly clear. They asked me to be patient again. I said I could be, but only if they put me on payroll immediately. We negotiated and agreed on half pay. 

Having to actually back up promises with hard cash, things miraculously sped up. I was contacted within a week and told to be in Libya in 48 hours. I requested my contracted air ticket. Ah ... well, it’s such short notice it would be better if you bought your own and we reimbursed you they told me. 

Right! That sounds legit. Buh bye! Once again, miraculously, I received an e-ticket when I told them I’d be going back to life in the Neutral Zone. When the ticket came in my email, I pointed out that it was only valid to London. Of course it is, they explained. With all the international sanctions, Libyan air travel could only be accomplished with the paper tickets we remember from days of yore. My paid paper ticket from London to Tripoli was waiting for me at the airline counter in Heathrow. All I had to do was pick it up when I checked in after travelling there from North America.

Miraculously, it was there when I checked in. Less miraculously, it hadn’t been paid for. Here was my dilemma. I’d finally gotten a paid ticket halfway to Libya. The problem was that I was then stuck there, halfway, only as far as London. It was a classic dilemma, two choices, both of them bad. I could reach into my own pocket and pay for a ticket home, or I could pay by myself and go to Tripoli. Staying where I was wasn’t an option. Tom Hanks movies to the contrary, airports don’t yet you stay and live there indefinitely. 

Yes, well, “sourcer-ers” always leave behind enough breadcrumbs to know how to find their way home. They don’t go to all that time and trouble without wanting to know how parts of the rest of the world work. As a “wise” man once said:


“The only way to create your own primary sources is to go directly to their ... well, source.” 



After all this, I decided I might as well get a trip to one of the most reviled and reclusive states on earth out of my efforts. Turns out, I loved the place. But more on that later.

As the final “plum” to the story, when I arrived in Libya and asked for reimbursement for the Heathrow-Tripoli flight leg I’d had to pay for myself, I was told that THE-PAY-IS-LATE had a “cash squeeze” because of upfront costs for a different project in Qatar and I’d either have to wait months or take the money in unconvertible Libyan dinar. I shocked them by choosing the later. My thinking was that it was better to take the money in any form I could and that I’d use the Libyan dinar and act as a “bank” for my fellow colleagues (we’d only found one serviceable ATM machine in the whole city that allowed us to use international bank cards to get local currency). Of course, THE-PAY-IS-LATE found an excuse to back out of reimbursing me in Libyan dinar, too. 

I also found out when I arrived that none of my colleagues in Libya had been paid for months and, ultimately, they would all quit before my next rotation back to North Africa ended a month later. While on leave for 28 days on the “home” side of my rotation schedule, I was asked once again to pay for my own ticket to Libya. I fibbed a bit and told them I didn’t have the money and somehow both my pay and the tickets arrived. It turned out the Libyan national oil company appreciated my work and had threatened to pull out of the contract unless I was kept on. The main part of my job there was to prepare employees for the Cambridge University set of English competency tests. As with many Arabic places, the results were publicly posted at the front entrance of the company’s headquarters. Although unsurprised, I wasn’t particularly happy with the results. As I’d expected, less than half of the trainees had passed. I was surprised, however, to shortly be called into the Training Manager’s office, where he informed me that that was over double the usual pass rate they’d traditionally had. Not much later, he offered me a permanent, direct-hire position with them that included massive pension rights and amazing free benefits, cutting out THE-PAY-IS-LATE entirely, which, given that the country was in full-fledged civil war soon afterwards, I had thankfully turned down because it wasn’t rotational.

Cutting to the chase, I ended up staying with the THE-PAY-IS-LATE for over a decade in three different countries. Why? Not only did I hate Saudi profoundly, I loved Libya equally as much. A couple of years later, THE-PAY-IS-LATE transferred me to their Qatari project on a half-day’s notice and I liked it there, too. Even Iraq was a pretty cool place to see when THE-PAY-IS-LATE sent me there while it was being occupied by American troops and then slowly and inexorably collapsing into DAESH, ISIL and ISIS ignominy in the years that followed.

THE ROYAL CANADIAN AIR FARCE: I CAN’T BLAME THE-PAY-IS-LATE FOR THIS ONE (MUCH AS I’D LIKE TO)

It’s close to a decade removed from the THE-PAY-IS-LATE Tripoli debacle. I’m working for them again, but now on a project in the south of Iraq while the country is still occupied by American troops and in a great deal of turmoil as change roils all over the country. Even with an infrastructure and government held together with camel spit and drilling mud, they look like logistical geniuses compared to THE-PAY-IS-LATE’s administrative “expertise.” 

In fact, I actually laughed when their offer to go to Iraq came in the email on Christmas day. As in, “Yeah, right, when reindeers turn into pigs and fly.” At the time, I’d already accepted an offer to work in Iraq for the Italian oil producer, ENI, and was just waiting on paperwork before going. Until the project got cancelled and the paperwork never came. 

Back to Plan B, THE-PAY-IS-LATE. 

Amazingly, I liked Iraq, too, in spite of, not because of, THE-PAY-IS-LATE. On one of my first flights there they booked me on a connection that left Heathrow three hours before my connecting flight arrived. When I pointed out that until I mastered manipulating the dimensions of either Space or Time that it wouldn’t be possible, they dug in and tried to justify it by saying it was because of “time differences” between countries and not any mistake they had made.

Not much can compare to a flight to Iraq a year or so later, however. This time, I was presented with a ticket that gave me only 45 minutes to make a connection at Heathrow, something physically (and metaphysically) impossible to achieve, especially since the connecting flights were in different terminals and required lengthy lines in security at multiple steps in the process. Anyone who frequents Heathrow airport will know what I mean.

I patiently pointed this out to my Boss, the Hair Dryer (more of whom later), who responded by unhinging his jaw, firing up a turbine used to test jet airplanes in wind tunnels, and opening his soul to allow me a look into six of the seven circles of hell residing there, screaming at me that I just need to “try harder or I’ll get someone else.”  I shrugged and “looked forward” to spending a lot of time in airports and hotels at THE-PAY-IS-LATE’s expense while trying to rectify their mistake.

The situation, however, turned out to be much worse than that. There were two flight legs scheduled before I was supposed to even arrive at Heathrow, and a couple after. My first 30-minute propellor flight to Toronto’s Pearson airport went fine. I was sitting in the transit area contemplating what I was going to do with my Heathrow “down time” when the intercom announced mechanical problems which would delay the flight for an expected hour and a half. It was only minus 30 degrees Fahrenheit outside, so I shouldn’t have been surprised. My connections at Heathrow were now moot. The intercom requested I go to the ticket counter and Air Canada informed me that they had booked me on a different flight the next day out of Heathrow to Dubai and would arrange a hotel and ground transportation for me in London.

When we arrived at Heathrow a few minutes before midnight, the Air Canada ground staff were efficiently waiting for the five or so of us whose connections had been dashed. They had re-booked flights for us the next day, passed us our e-tickets and hotel vouchers and escorted us to airport shuttles to our hotels. They did this quickly, as their shifts ended at midnight and they were now past that time and wanted to go home.

My new flight to Dubai was not scheduled to leave until mid-afternoon the next day, past hotel checkout time. And here the real saga begins. As I turned in my hotel key, the hotel clerk asked for payment for an extra day as it was past checkout time and the airline only booked the room for one day. I politely told her that was for Air Canada to cover, as they made the reservations in their name, not mine and they clearly knew the flight’s departure details. She told me I had to wait while she contacted the airline. I told her that I was leaving for the airport as I had a flight to make. The hotel and Air Canada could sort it out between themselves. 

After negotiating the considerable security procedures just to enter Heathrow, I eventually made it to the front of the Etihad Airways check-in counter, where I was told my ticket had been cancelled by Air Canada. When I inquired as to why, I was told I had been re-booked on an Air Jordan flight travelling through Amman. Hadn’t Air Canada told me of the change? How strange! 

I again waited in line to get to the front of the Air Jordan ticket counter. There, I was told that yes, Air Canada re-booked me on a flight through them but the flight had left three hours ago. They sounded puzzled that Air Canada never informed me of the change, even though they clearly knew my hotel details as they had arranged them themselves. No, I answered, they did not contact me with the change of reservations by email or by phone. When I asked what to do next, Air Jordan advised me to go the Air Canada ticket counter. I found it, but it was unmanned. I returned to the Air Jordan counter who politely offered to phone Air Canada. A message was passed to go back to Etihad as they would re-book me a flight through them. No whisper of any apology was made. 

I slowly snaked my way to the front of the Etihad line again and was told the good news that they did indeed have a reservation for me now, just not on this flight as my previous seat had been released. Not to worry, it was only six hours waiting in the airport for the next flight. 

The flight was uneventful, and I arrived In Dubai where I had to spend a night sleeping in a chair in the airport for my connecting flight to Basrah, Iraq, since Canadians were no longer on the list of nationals eligible for on-demand Emirati visas at the airport. My government had pissed off the UAE by denying extra landing rights for Emirati airlines at airports in Canada and they’d retaliated by removing our right to have a forward operations base for our military operations in Afghanistan on Emirati soil as well as removing Canadian nationals from the right to receive automatic entry visas upon arrival in the country. Now, they had to be applied for before travelling. 

[This wasn’t the first time that being from mild, inoffensive Canada worked against me. Earlier in my career, I had been denied a visa for a job in Sudan that my boss in Yemen, The Bigamist mentioned above as the inspiration for me keeping a log of all my air flights, had already hired me for after he was sent packing in Yemen for his transgressions there. The oil concession was being run by a Canadian entity and Canadian church groups were accusing them of abetting Sudanese human rights violations by being in partnership with the government. The Sudanese’s answer? Deny all visas to Canadians in retaliation and force the Canadian oil company to sell to Chinese interests.] 

After a long night and morning (Did you know the Dubai airport has sleeping pods you can rent by the hour?), I boarded the afternoon flight and was enjoying a sparkling beverage standing in conversation with fellow passengers at the back of the plane when I felt it bank about half an hour out of Basrah. Sure enough, the pilot came on the intercom and informed us we were returning to Dubai as the Basrah airport had been closed. Etihad re-booked us on the same flight the next day but I once again had 24 hours to kill, possibly sitting in the airport transit area again as the visa problem remained. This time, Etihad Airways kindly sponsored me for a visa and put me in a hotel for the day with meal and transportation vouchers. We were told the Basrah airport had been shut down because it was under mortar attack and all Iraqi airspace had been closed in the area. 

A day later the flight arrived uneventfully in Basrah. A 25-hour journey had been turned into a 3-day one, all without costing me any extra for the additional hotel and flight bookings. 

What a wonderful world. Thank you, THE-PAY-IS-LATE.

SCARE CANADA LIVES UP TO ITS LEGACY OF SOVIET ERA APPARATCHIKI ENTITLEMENT

I doubt anyone who has flown the airline will find this a surprise! Air Canada sucks. That tends to happen when you begin your life as a government-run entity, highly subsidised, with zero domestic competition, only two airlines for the second largest country in the world. 

Travel surveys regularly find Air Canada flight attendants among the rudest in North America. 

Their counter staff is much worse.

In the third tale of YOU CAN’T GET THERE FROM HERE, I was attempting to fly from Saudi Arabia home to get a visa before heading to Libya. THE-PAY-IS-LATE had just offered me the job in Libya I mentioned above but I needed to get home first. As mentioned, I hadn’t burnt my bridges in Saudi yet, just leaving for an Easter vacation until I was sure the new post was firm.

Unfortunately, in order to save a substantial amount of money off of the ticket, I had purchased it from an online travel site instead of directly from the airline. I say “unfortunately” because it gave the Canadian Air Farce a pretext to go into their default mode, which is a Freddie Prinze impersonation from “Chico and the Man:” “It’s not my job,” only this time with an outrageous French-Canadian accent instead of a Hispanic one.

The first leg of my flight had me travelling from Khobar, Saudi Arabia  to Frankfurt, Germany;  where a five-hour period between connecting flights awaited me. As airports go, I quite like Frankfurt. Usually, that is. Unfortunately, the plane didn’t land there. Not yet, at least. A hellacious thunderstorm diverted us to Berlin. Not just my plane, every plane going to or from Frankfurt. The entire airport was in fact completely shuttered closed. After an hour or so on the runway in Berlin the storm passed and I flew into a very crowded and chaotic Frankfurt airport. The scene even made CNN that day as thousands and thousands of people frantically scrambled to re-book flights all at the same time. Volunteers were walking around giving away free water and food to keep passengers in line from fainting.

Smugly looking at the hours-long lines for Lufthansa and other European airlines, I walked directly to the Air Canada Check In counter, where there was not a single person in line. There, a little man in a big uniform with a strong French-Canadian accent snootily informed me that even though he had plenty of available seats, he could not re-book me and give me a boarding pass since I had not purchased my ticket from Air Canada directly. He informed me to go to the Lufthansa counters, smiling wickedly and pointing to the lines. Several hours later, I was at the front and was politely told it was an Air Canada ticket and they had to give me the boarding pass. I explained that I had been there already and they refused to serve me. Lufthansa scratched their head and suggested I try the Saudi airline. I finally found them in the basement (closed, since there were no current flights). Seeing my distress, the angelic lady at the Aer Lingus counter beside it listened to my story and asked to see my e-ticket. Despite my having no connection to her airline, she flashed her ginger anger and got to work on the phone. Several calls later, she was talking with Air Canada and tore several strips off of them for leaving a passenger stranded. She got the Air Canada rep’s name and counter number and told me there was a boarding pass waiting for me there. 

Sure enough, some four hours after I first arrived at the little-man-in-a-big-uniform’s counter, I was back there again, receiving my boarding pass, which was always his responsibility and well within his ability to give. I did not gloat. I did not show anger. I did ask for an apology. I received none. He was offended I asked for one. I asked him if Air Canada treated all their ELITE frequent flyers this way. Sniffing his Gallic nose, he dismissed me as just another unreasonable lout and didn’t seem to care less that I informed him I would be flying other airlines, any airline, whenever I possibly had the option outside of the Canadian monopoly.  Preferably Aer Lingus whenever possible!
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Many airlines have been nominated for best flight experience ever and I would like to add my own vote here for Qatar Air. I can’t say enough good things about them, from the quality of the airplanes, to the inflight service, to booking, to checking in, to the comfort of the seats, to the meals. 

I was a frequent flyer, with the status the number of miles I’d flown providing me with extra perks, but I can’t recall even one flight that one of the onboard staff didn’t come up to me in person to thank me for my patronage and ask if there was anything they could personally do at that moment to make my experience better.
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There were at least two deaths on planes that I flew on to and from various locations during my work career. The first happened on an internal Yemenia Air flight from al-Mukallah in the south to the capital, Sana’a, in the north. As the pilot announced we were nearing our destination and to put our seats in the upright position and return our tray tables to their original positions, the man sleeping in the seat directly across the aisle from me seemed not to hear. The flight attendants came by and attempted to wake him without success. The pilot made an announcement for any medical professionals to make themselves known. One was found and did all he could, but was unable to revive the unfortunate man.

The second in-flight death took place on an Air Canada flight from London to Toronto.  We were a few hours into the flight when the plane began to bank and you could feel it returning to its origin. Sure enough, the pilot shortly announced we would be landing in Iceland due to a medical emergency, a heart attack among one of the passengers. Despite arriving in quick time, with full support of Icelandic ground crew and medical staff in Keflavik, the plane eventually continued on with one less live passenger.
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YOU CAN’T GET THERE FROM HERE (BUT SOMETIMES YOU CAN)

Travel in foreign countries is not always so difficult. Sometimes, it is downright easy. Japanese subways and trains? Bliss. Don’t have a car in Libya or Kazakhstan, two places with no public transit and dangerous and sketchy taxi service? Or stuck in Qatar using the state-run taxi service that was so busy it required reservations to be made a minimum of 24-hours ahead of time? Just stand on the side of the road and raise your arm perpendicularly. Within minutes, a private car will stop and drive you anywhere you want to go in the city for around $3 USD. Even Yemen had dabbab (private mini-vans that drove fixed routes and stopped anywhere a passenger wanted to get on and off) that cost only a few pennies.
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Flying pre- 9/11. Air travel was still pleasant. It had not turned into the nightmarish hell it has now become. I was in Canada and attempting to get to Yemen for a work rotation. My first leg of the journey got me to Calgary. Here, I was joined by about a dozen of my work colleagues on the plane in business class. We were bound for Frankfurt, flying on the now-defunct Canadian Pacific airlines. Once again, a hellacious lightning storm grounded us after we were already boarded and sitting on the runway, preventing us from taking off. The delay meant our flight crew










d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
rucifixion?

%

IS9A

A Sourcer-er’s
Tale ©of Travel
and Cultural
M Exploration from
he Sitting-Next-
'the-Wlndow





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image002.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
-

-

-

7O





d2d_images/scene_break.png





