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“Paul Carter’s memoir of his life as an oil man in some of the freakiest, most lawless locations in the world is not for the fainthearted, as the name – borrowed from an old bumper sticker and now possibly my favourite book title ever – suggests. But if you’ve got the stomach for exploding monkeys, explosive dysentery, gunfights, hijacks and brothels staffed entirely by dwarves, you’re in for a treat. Don’t Tell Mum I Work on the Rigs takes the reader on a white-knuckle ride around the oilfields of Nigeria, Russia, Asia, the Middle East and South America, barely stopping for breath as it scrambles from one audacious adventure to the next, skipping from near death experience to side-splitting hilarity so fast you hope he’s kept a few anecdotes up his sleeve for the next book.”
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“A fascinating and funny life story – well worth the read.”
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FOREWORD

THIS IS NOT a motorcycle, travel or adventure book—it’s just what constitutes my life and ranting about it in book form again. I have no idea why people keep buying them. If you have indeed done that then I thank you. Its clinical name is ‘Attempted observational humour based on an obsessive-compulsive middle-aged man’s attempt to deal with various forms of self-induced task saturation’. Life is sometimes all about managing expectations. Bearing that in mind, I urge you to read on.




ONCE IT WAS
A VICE, NOW
IT’S JUST
A HABIT

PICTURE THIS—a man with everything a man could hope for, the essentials in place, his personal pursuit of happiness completed. Solidified in a look, one that draws down deep, charging through his mind in resolute fulfilment. Just a brief look, a glance, nothing more, the clearest twinkle in a diamond eye from a wife that makes him all that he is and more.

Perfect to me, she is constantly surprising, unable to be ordinary, even when she tries, she doesn’t care what other people are doing, or what they think or how much they have. She has style and grace, the ability to see beyond what’s presented; she was born that way and it never fails to get my immediate and full attention.

That should do it, right? I can stop, just stop and smell the roses, and let the oil turn to stone in my motorcycles.

But it’s not enough. Just to get to this point was considered impossible for so long—now it’s here, what’s next? It’s not just death and taxes; it’s not just growing older or watching your life speed-ramping into retirement. I need more, I need to challenge myself, otherwise I’m going to fail at middle-age bliss.

So I ask my wife, ‘Can I go?’ and she smiles and says, ‘Sure, don’t kill yourself.’

I carefully laid out my plan, my next bike challenge. Last time we did longevity and explored the distance end of bio-diesel; this time it’s all about speed.

[image: Image]

Two years ago in 2009 I was sitting in a bar in Adelaide opposite Dr Colin Kestell, the man behind the only properly compliance-plated, road-registered and insurable bio-diesel motorcycle in Australia. He had just agreed to let me take his bike on a trip right around the continent. He told me about another bike he was planning, one to break the motorcycle land-speed record in the alternative-fuel class—the record to beat was 210.203 kph. But there was no rider. It was right at that moment, while I sat there saying ‘I want to do it’ and he was eyeballing me through the bottom of his whisky tumbler, that our friendship started.

We completed the ride around our great country on the bio-diesel bike and now this new project, conceived back then, had come full circle as well. The land-speed bike was almost finished.

For the two years I made regular trips to Adelaide to talk through our plan, I watched the bike take shape slowly. At first it was literally just an engine sitting on a table, then the rear swing arm, and with each trip another component was built and added to the jigsaw. I watched, feeling a growing sense of purpose placate my need for adventure, adventure that wouldn’t pull me too far from home, because home was getting busy. My wife, Clare, was pregnant while Lola, our three-year-old daughter, ran a total muck through our previously clean and calm home.

Another cusp approached in the form of a change in direction in my work as well. I decided to buy into a new-start business, along with five other oilfield mates.

The plan was simple, perfect; my lawyer and accountant looked over the plan and basically said they wanted to buy into it, too. Good enough then, I thought.

‘You read a book from beginning to end. You run a business the opposite way. You start with the end, and then you do everything you must to reach it.’ These were the wise words of Harold Geneen, a successful American businessman most famous for heading up the ITT Corporation.

Going from an employee to an employer is a weird and worrying transition. My complete lack of skill sets to be a business owner also had me worried, but in the true and tried tradition of overspending we hired the right people to do it for us and thereby could go forth into the oil and gas market that at the time was wide open to a newcomer who could fill in the blanks that were severely lacking. My partners and fellow shareholders had been playing the corporate oil game for decades and we quickly grew with landed contracts and a growing client base.

I was suddenly in a place where I was making decisions, important ones that would affect the future of our business and its employees, and I loved it. I found myself in meetings that had follow-up meetings that ended up with some poor sod poring over pre-qualification tender documents as thick as the phonebook, while the meetings being held in the city would all end up in a middle-aged men’s bar with more polished wood than a whorehouse. There we would sit and plot our business on large worn leather chesterfields, our neckties jutting out across unexercised bellies. Fine single malt was poured on company credit cards from decanters that took two hands to lift and looked like giant perfume bottles for men. I kept thinking it was all just a house of cards.

But I was wrong. Our ongoing success came down to one thing—people—hiring the right ones and knowing who to do business with. I couldn’t believe how fast we grew, how efficient our financial team was. Within the first six months we had eighteen employees, our ISO certification and several other oil and gas specific certifications. Our ISO was the first to be granted in Australia specifically for OCTG (oil country tubular goods) inspection, a strange industry way of referring to drill pipe, or any pipe for that matter, that’s used in oil and gas. Our company performs non-destructive testing and inspection of basically everything that goes ‘down hole’, as well as all the kit used to lift and handle equipment on a drilling rig. So as well as ISO we had to get our NATA (National Association of Testing Authorities) accreditation as well, to deal with lifting inspection. We were audited almost every week by someone. Don’t think for a second I’m suggesting it was easy, it wasn’t. We just got lucky and after some teething we eventually had exactly the right team to make it work.

The learning curve was as fast and hard as my first desk job after leaving the rigs in 2007. So, as before, I checked my fragile male ego at the door and opened my ears, eyes and mind to new things.
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