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1. Introduction and Background

The evolution of the oil and gas industry and its movement to the offshore has been one of the
fundamental forces shaping Louisiana’s culture, geography, society and economy during the
twentieth century. In the late 1920’s and into the ‘30’s, the lakes, marshes and bayous of
southern Louisiana began to rival the famous Spindletop salt dome in neighboring Texas in the
production of fossil fuels. Workers flocked in from northern Louisiana, Arkansas, Oklahoma,
Texas — all of them “Texians” to the local shrimpers, trappers, and farmers. The locals, for the
most part, accommodated the outsiders. And many soon found jobs as roustabouts, roughnecks,
and drillers with the big operators - the Texas Company, the California Company, Humble, and
Shell. Others put their invaluable knowledge of the waters and the marshes to good advantage.
The Texians needed these skills to explore the foreign geography of the coast.

A consortium of companies led by Kerr-McGee and Phillips Petroleum completed the first out-
of-sight-of-land well in 1947 off Morgan City, marking a new phase in the evolution of
Louisiana’s oil and gas industry. Hamlets and towns would be transformed to support the
offshore industry, which now is producing oil and gas in water depths of 8,000 feet, 200 miles
off the coastlines of Alabama, Mississippi, Louisiana, and Texas.

As a collection of structures, the more than 4,000 offshore platforms represent a significant part
of the nation’s stock of productive physical capital. As habitat for fish and other sea life, these
structures are some of the largest additions to a natural ecosystem ever made as a consequence of
human activity. The repercussions on labor markets and local economies of the movement
offshore changed communities, institutions and businesses all along the coast of the Gulf of
Mexico in fundamental and defining ways. New Orleans, linked to Harvey on the opposite bank
of the Mississippi River, became a regional hub of operations for offshore activities, second only
to Houston. Morgan City and Houma grew as fabrication centers and staging bases for the
offshore rigs and platforms. Humble Oil Company built its headquarters on the barrier island at
Grand Isle, as did Freeport at its company town of Port Sulphur along the lower Mississippi
River. Lafayette aggressively led as a regional administrative oil center. In the often
indeterminate edge between land and water, ports were built to access the Gulf. The envy of
these now is Port Fourchon at the end of Highway 1 along Bayou Lafourche, supplying and
servicing the newest expanse of deepwater exploration and production.

The history of the offshore oil and gas industry in Louisiana is also a story of national and
international diffusion and influence. Corporations and businesses that were born in the Gulf
grew and expanded to distant corners of the world. In addition to the oil and gas companies that
made their home in the Gulf, regional entrepreneurs found a fertile ground for developing
businesses to provide specialty services and supplies to the offshore oil and gas industry. Both
the oil and gas companies and the myriad service and supply companies depended on ever-
expanding technologies that were imported from, and later exported to, places outside the region.

Yet the story of how this came about -- how the offshore oil and gas industry progressed from
humble beginnings to an information-intensive force whose ability to perform in hostile
environments is often compared to the manned space program--is not well known or understood.



Even less well documented are the effects that the evolution of the offshore oil and gas industry
has had on coastal communities and institutions.

1.1. Project Objectives

The purpose of this project is to study, document and explain this evolution in an objective and
comprehensive way. A critical element of the history of the offshore industry resides in the
memories of the “old timers.” They were there. They remember how things were and how they
have changed. Unfortunately, many of the people responsible for this phenomenal growth are
passing away and their stories are being lost. There is a long list of innovators and pioneers from
fabricators, port officials, helicopter pilots and catering crews, to divers, truckers, suppliers, boat
captains and able-bodied seamen. They are all part of the growth and development of the
industry. There are also civic leaders, business owners, spouses and family members who felt
firsthand the impacts of this industry. The oral history record that has been built through this
study has depended on the active participation of a diverse cross section of people with direct
experience with the oil and gas industry and its effects.

1.2. Rationale

The Minerals Management Service (MMS) has sponsored and organized this study, and its
motivation is in part internal. Both legally and operationally, the agency is required to evaluate
and document how its activities and policies affect the communities and economies within which
it functions. A comprehensive and accessible history of the evolution of the industry, and its
effects on the people and institutions of the coastal economy, will assist those who are
responsible for planning and managing the development of the offshore oil and gas reserves and
understanding the consequences of such development on coastal institutions and the economy.

However, the project has value that extends beyond its use to the MMS. It fills a gap in the
existing literature by addressing the growth and development of the petroleum industry and the
related service industries in Louisiana that took exploration and development into the coastal
zone and, then, into deeper and deeper offshore waters. In addition to its published reports and
documents, this project is creating an organized archive of materials that can be used efficiently
by other scholars and researchers. State agencies and local communities will also be able to use
the materials to better understand the historical context of issues and problems of interest to
them.

When the project initially was proposed, the Social Science Subcommittee of the Scientific
Committee, several MMS Headquarters and GOM staff, members of the business and academic
communities, and local civic leaders and educators argued that the project was timely and
supported its funding. Reasons they gave included:

1) The offshore industry and its associated support industries are little known or
understood and their dynamic role in the U.S. economy is virtually invisible.
Research that gives this industry a “human face” would be a contribution to
the OCS program, Louisiana, and the country.



2) The National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) charges MMS with

3)

documenting the social and economic effects of the industry. The National
Research Council’s (NRC) assessment of the studies program noted that the
fifty-year history of offshore oil provides a natural laboratory for studying its
effects. To “calibrate” this laboratory, the changing dynamics of the industry
(such as its technological evolution, changes in business practices, changes in
financing) must be documented and analyzed.

MMS is charged by NEPA with assessing the cumulative effects of the
industry. This history will provide what in many respects will be the most
comprehensive and accessible source for discussing such cumulative effects.



approach, much of the effort has focused on the collection and analysis of oral histories and life
stories. This reflects the study’s goal of telling the story from the perspective of those who made
the industry, who lived within its midst, and who now look back at the trials and
accomplishments from a new century's circumstances and expectations.

Information collected in this project is being synthesized and summarized in a series of project
reports. In addition, all of the primary information collected is being organized and cataloged in
archives that will be available to scholars, industry analysts, community officials, local
historians, and others interested in the industry or region. An interim archive for all materials
collected for the project will be established in the Library of the Center for Energy Studies at
LSU. A permanent special collection at the T. Harry Williams Center for Oral History will be
established if the necessary funding can be secured. Other libraries and universities may establish
archives in other localities in the region.

1.4. Organization of the Project

The project has been financed through a cooperative agreement between MMS and Louisiana
State University (LSU). The Center for Energy Studies at LSU, under Allan Pulsipher, oversees
the administration of the study and is responsible for the final deliverables. Harry Luton at MMS
oversees the project and is the agency liaison.

The execution of the project, however, is decentralized with subcontractors supported via the
cooperative agreement responsible for most of the research. The principal subcontractors are:

1) University of Houston/History International. Joseph Pratt and Tyler Priest are
experienced historians who have specialized in the Gulf of Mexico oil and gas
industry, producing several industry histories (the latest on Brown and Root)
as well as more general studies. They are conducting interviews with
corporate leaders, providing analysis and synthesis for the project and serving
as liaisons to the Offshore Energy Center in Galveston, Texas.

2) University of Arizona, Bureau of Applied Research in Anthropology. Diane
Austin and Thomas McGuire are experienced applied anthropologists who are
experts in community-level studies. They conducted the MMS study of social
and economic impacts (USDOI, MMS, 2002) and are responsible for
collecting, cataloguing, summarizing, and synthesizing hundreds of interviews
within the communities of southern Louisiana.

3) University of Louisiana at Lafayette, Public History Program and Department
of Sociology. Robert Carriker directs the Public History Program and Robert
Grambling, a sociologist, has long experience researching the social impacts
of the Louisiana offshore petroleum industry. Their research efforts are
focused in and around Lafayette.

In addition to administering the study, LSU researchers from the Center for Energy Studies,
which has a history of successful research on Louisiana onshore and offshore oil and gas



industry, are helping to gather and synthesize data. The Center maintains specialized databases
and information on Louisiana energy industries. Also involved, as an initiator and participant, is
Don Davis, a geographer who was studied Louisiana’s coastal landscape and culture. He also
directs the Louisiana Oil Spill Research and Development Program (OSRADP) and serves as a
liaison with the State of Louisiana agencies, and the oil and gas industry.

1.5. Organization of the Interim Report

Because of the extensive amount of material included, the final report will be organized as a
series of separate volumes. The interim report follows this format.

The first volume includes the introduction and four analytical papers. Each deals with an
important aspect of the evolution of the offshore oil and gas industry. Although each paper is still
subject to revision and extension, the papers exemplify the type of information the project will
produce and the style in which it will be presented.

In the first paper, Joseph Pratt investigates the relationship between hurricanes and the
development of industry culture, attitudes and practices. Next, Tyler Priest examines the history
of federal leasing from a two-man operation to the creation of a full-blown federal agency. In the
third paper, he analyzes the development of technologies and strategies for petroleum
exploration in the offshore. The fourth analytical paper is Diane Austin’s history of commercial
oilfield diving and its relationship to the people and communities in which it developed and
grew. Also included with these three papers are a description of the work plan and additional
products that Pratt and Priest plan to include in the final report.

The second volume of the report is Thomas McGuire’s Bayou Lafourche: An Oral History of the
Development of the Oil and Gas Industry. It uses extended excerpts from oral history interviews
for a broad look at the impact of the industry on a single geographic region. Monograph length, it
provides an alternate format for presenting the rich data being collected in this study.

The third volume of the interim report, produced at the University of Arizona, illustrates how the
information gathered during the interviews is being organized. It begins with a sample of the
photos that were shared during some of the interviews and excerpts from interviews conducted
with the individuals who contributed the photos. Together, these photos and descriptions provide
a unigue visual dimension to the history. The photos and excerpts are followed by samples drawn
from the full database of interviews. Within that database, which includes background details
and summaries of all the interviews, information about the interviewees and what they discussed
is distilled for researchers and others interested in using the collected materials.



2. The Brave and the Foolhardy: Hurricanes and the Early Offshore Oil Industry

When the oil industry moved offshore into the Gulf of Mexico after World War 11, it plunged
into an ocean of ignorance. Little was known about conditions in the Gulf. As the industry
sought to adapt technologies developed onshore to the challenges of operations in the open sea, it
also had to collect basic data about wind, waves, and soil offshore. Every-day operations
offshore required engineering adjustments in the design of drilling rigs, pipelines, and
construction equipment. And out there beyond the horizon loomed an engineer’s nightmare, the
extreme, unpredictable conditions generated by hurricanes (Veldman and Lagers 1997; Pratt et
al., 1997).

Those seeking to develop a technological system capable of finding and retrieving oil and
natural gas from underneath the ocean faced formidable challenges in defining basic design
criteria. Traditional engineering calculations could estimate the environmental forces that would
come to bear on the equipment and structures needed to produce oil, but such calculations could
be made only after the collection of data about these forces of nature. How strong would the
winds blow? How high could hurricane-driven waves be expected to crest? How solid was the
foundation provided by the soft, sandy bottom of the Gulf of Mexico, and how would this soil be
affected by hurricanes? Underlying these questions was another, more practical one: How much
were oil companies willing to spend in order to develop safe, durable offshore structures?

It was at yet unclear if offshore oil could be developed in a way that made it competitive in price
with oil produced onshore in the United States and with growing imports from Venezuela and
the Middle East. Numerous companies stood read Tw[(0oTc0.0rved )]TJ8c004



In developing new, the offshore industry could draw on previous experiences gained near the
shore in California and in a variety of inland waters around the world. Before the 1930s, oil had
been developed off the southern California coast near Summerland using a system of trestles that
reached out into the edge of the Pacific Ocean to tap oilfields that extended from known onshore



The oil industry first stuck its toe into the Gulf of Mexico to test the waters before World War 11,
and the results of these early forays identified several key problems presented by storms. In the
late 1930s, Humble Oil (then a Houston-based, majority-owned subsidiary of Standard Oil of
New Jersey) constructed one of the first drilling sites in the Gulf at McFadden Beach, south of
the giant refineries at Port Arthur, Texas. Borrowing from the approach that had proved
successful in southern California, the company extended a trestle more than a mile out from
shore, with drilling rigs at the end of the line supported by me



coast from Cameron, meaning that all men and supplies came to the platform via a long and
often rough ride out in shrimp boats leased for this purpose. A one-way ride might take up to an
hour and a half. Without communication between the supply point, the boats, and the platforms,
the shrimp boats often arrived at the platform only to find seas at the site too rough to allow
workers to transfer from the boat to the platform. Rope ladders hanging from the platform could
be lowered down to the deck of the shrimp boats in relatively calm waters, but not in rough seas.
In the thick fog that often hovered over the platform, boat captains would at times simply cut
their engines and listen for noise from the platform in order to find this man-made island. From
the start, it was understood that in the event of a major storm, the men would be evacuated after
the equipment on the deck had been secured.

The Creole platform proved quite successful in finding and producing oil. Using directional
drilling to tap the field at several surrounding locations, it produced over four million barrels of
oil over the next thirty years, during which time it was constantly upgraded as the offshore
industry became more experienced at construction. Alcorn proved farsighted on one key point. In
1940 a small hurricane moved through the region, sweeping the deck into the ocean and badly
damaging the piles. Crews drove some new piles, quickly rebuilt the deck, and the platform
returned to production, the first offshore structure in the Gulf to survive a hurricane (Offshore
1963, pages 17-19).

World War 11 halted development in the Gulf. Workers on several small platforms being built
offshore in 1942 remember scanning the horizon nervously in search of the periscopes of
German submarines. But the war set in motion several processes that proved quite helpful to the
offshore industry when peace returned. First and foremost was the work of the U.S. Army’s
oceanography and weather service, which created a corps of well-trained specialists who forecast
wind, wave, and soil conditions for use in the amphibious landings in northern Africa,
Normandy, and the Pacific. These “weather officers” accumulated data on the behavior of waves
and soils in different storm conditions. From such information they sought to predict whether
conditions at a specified place and time might be appropriate for an amphibious landing. Several
of the weather officers led the industry’s post-war efforts to collect and interpret better data on
winds, waves, and soil in the Gulf of Mexico. Their methodology—using observations of past
conditions to help forecast current and future conditions—evolved into much more sophisticated
methods of “hindcasting” hurricanes as a way to more fully understand and predict the

10



returned eager to get back to normal work and family lives. They came back with a sense of
urgency and a sense of adventure, two characteristics required of those who leaped out into the
Gulf in search of oil after World War 1.
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using chain two inches in diameter to hold these large vessels alongside small platforms.
Company engineers designed the ship’s anchoring system to withstand 100 mile per hour winds.
To accommodate the height of the tender, decks on the small platforms were as high as 34 to 44
feet above the ocean. Men and equipment moved from the tender to the platform over a bridge
that could be raised from the vessel to the deck. So difficult was passage over this bridge in
rough seas that workers came to call it “the widow maker.” If a hurricane seemed likely to affect

12



The API took the lead in the collection of other sorts of data on the soil in and along the Gulf. In
1951 the Institute launched what came to be known as Project 51, which spent four years
undertaking basic work on conditions in the Gulf, using core drillings, serial mapping, and
seismic surveys. This work, as well as that of McClelland Engineers, provided fundamental
information vital to the safe construction of offshore structures. It did not, however, directly
address a question that was later revealed as important: what would be the reaction of soil in
various parts of the Gulf to the extreme conditions generated by severe hurricanes.

Other research studied the force of waves on offshore structures, both in normal times and in
times of extreme weather. Here the oceanography department at Texas A & M University led the
way. C.L. Bretschneider and Robert Reid, two more former weather officers, cooperated with
several major oil companies to conduct field measurements to determine the wave forces exerted
on vertical cylinders placed in the ocean. J. R. Morison later added considerations of inertial
components to this work (Reid, personal communication, 1998).

Other primary research was much more directly tied to hurricanes. From 1947 into the 1970s,
extreme wave heights remained a critical question on the minds of offshore engineers. This
question was attacked from two directions. The first sought to develop better means to track
storms and to predict where they would hit; the second sought better information about the
maximum height of waves that could be expected in different parts of the Gulf. Weather
forecasting in general had advanced steadily over the decades before World War 11, but the
offshore industry needed more detailed and more frequent forecasts than the U.S. Weather
Service could make available to them. To meet this demand, A.H.Glenn, a former weather
officer with graduate training at the Scripps Institute of Oceanography and U.C.L.A., mustered
out of the U.S. Air Force and created Glenn and Associates, a New Orleans-based weather
forecasting agency designed to meet the special needs of operators of offshore facilities. Glenn
and others made great strides in using historical data about past hurricanes to “hindcast” the path
and the intensity of future hurricanes. By analyzing all available information about past
hurricanes with sophisticated theoretical models of the behavior of winds and waves, Glenn and
a growing group of hindcasters gave platform designers a much-improved understanding of
potential wave forces while beginning the process of categorizing Tw[(potent hi)]TJaricanes DOd
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The king of the wave consultants in this era was W. H. Munk, a former weather officer who had
forecast weather conditions for the Normandy invasion. After analyzing existing data with
theoretical models of wave formation and behavior, Munk settled on a maximum wave height of
about 25 feet and a recommended deck height of 32 feet above the water. With a wide range of
“expert” opinions from which to choose, companies designed their platforms based on their

14



a time when anyone was crazy enough to try to build a platform in the open ocean and place men
and equipment on it...We had to go on theory, and the hurricane...caused Chevron to start
thinking about placing wave measuring equipment on a platform offshore” (Besse interview by
Offshore Energy Center, 2000).

Others agreed that it was time to obtain better measurements of wave heights. After Chevron
installed three separate pilings in the Gulf with devices to

15



sort out the key questions facing them? Were mobile drilling rigs vessels or drilling rigs? Should
their workers be considered seamen or drillers? Was a blow-out of an oil well in the ocean the
same as an explosion at sea? Providing legally binding answers to such questions was the first
step in providing adequate coverage for offshore operations (Pike 1949, pages 49 and 108-109).
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radar system and with the four daily observations submitted from the rigs of subscriber
companies. The companies could have personal consultations with meteorologists if in doubt
about storms. In this era before satellite observations, the offshore industry had far superior
information about storms than was available to others; its special needs gradually led to the
improvement of forecasting in general (The Calco News 1949, pages 3-4).

An overview of the response of this system of operations when faced with a hurricane comes
from an article in the Humble Way, the employee magazine of Humble Oil. In this case, the
weather forecasting service warned the company of a gathering storm that might ultimately pass
over one of its major facilities. Careful monitoring of the storm convinced management to
prepare for the worst. Workers then cleared the decks of the small platform in use at the site,
storing some materials in the tender vessel, which was then battened down and moved away
from the platform using winches on the mooring system. After anchoring the tender, workers
evacuated in ships. Once the storm had passed with little damage, the workers returned and the
platform was back in production the next day (The Humble News 1956, pages 18-21).

Humble was, of course, a major company with well-built platforms and well-developed safety
procedures. The storm that threatened its facility was relatively small and did not score a direct
hit. In 1956 and 1957, Humble and the rest of the companies in the Gulf had a more demanding
test, as two fairly large hurricanes passed through areas with numerous offshore platforms.

The first was Hurricane Flossie, which moved through clusters of facilities offshore near the
western edge of Louisiana in September of 1956. Labeled the “first real hurricane test” for
offshore operators since drilling activity began in 1947, Flossie unleashed 110 mile per hour
winds and 15 to 6H5ning act1595s3.D00.0001 Tcvity bega

17



trade magazine writer gave an optimistic interpretation of the lesson of Flossie: “The greatest
fears of the offshore oil operators have been dispelled by the arrival of Hurricane Flossie.” This
“full-blown hurricane” had shown conclusively that the industry’s “engineering estimates were
correct” (Bailey 1958; Calvert 1957b, pages 48-51).

Nine months later, Hurricane Audrey, the first major hurricane to skirt Louisiana’s “offshore
alley,” inflicted expensive damage, reminding the industry that it still had not experienced the
effects of the direct hit of a major storm. In June of 1957, this storm arose quickly in the Bay of
Campeche, took a straight path up toward the Texas-Louisiana state line, and slammed ashore at
Cameron killing 400 to 500 people. It is remembered in the region as the deadliest hurricane
since the Galveston storm of 1900, and it remains the sixth deadliest hurricane in U.S. history.
Yet damage offshore was relatively minor. One mobile drilling rig sank in the storm and four
tenders suffered damage when they pulled loose from their moorings and ran aground. Estimated
damage to all offshore facilities reached about $16 million (Offshore Drilling 1957; Offshore
1957).

What registered most clearly in the harsh aftermath of the storm was that the offshore industry
had fared dramatically better than the communities along the coast. After helping clean up the
carnage in Cameron, the industry reflected that “forethought minimized hurricane damage to
offshore installations.” On the key issue, the industry’s record remained spotless: not a single life
was lost offshore in Audrey. Two offshore workers reportedly died, but only after they had been
evacuated from a platform to an interior location and then chose to return to Cameron to try to
protect their homes. In its overview of the “scars” left by Audrey, one of the major offshore trade
journals concluded that the “the industry has scored an overwhelming though costly victory”
(Offshore Drilling 1957, page 25; The Humble Way 1957b, pages 8-9).

The industry could not be quite so optimistic concerning the performance of mobile drilling rigs.
In quick succession in 1956 and 1957, five mobile rigs capsized--four in the Gulf of Mexico and
one off Qatar in the Middle East. Some were in rough waters; one was at dock being readied for
sea. These five disasters caused more than $7 million in damages, with 13 fatalities in the four
accidents in the Gulf of Mexico. The first imp

18



To address such issues, the APl committee engaged the services of Herbert Riehl, a professor of
meteorology at the University of Chicago, to prepare a “think piece” on what was known about
hurricanes and what sorts of research were needed to advance knowledge. In the years from 1956
through 1962, the committee explored these issues with the best available theoretical ideas about
hurricane formation and motion and the creative use of data supplied by A.H. Glenn on past
hurricanes and potential hurricanes that did not develop. The committee, like the oil industry as a
whole in these years, made use of rudimentary computers. Computer analysis helped the
committee improve the art and science of hindcasting, giving the designers of offshore
equipment useful information on which to base design criteria. In 1962 the API decided to

19



spun into the Gulf and grew into a very scary storm, with winds estimated as high as 150 miles
per hour. As it moved over cooler waters toward landfall in central Louisiana, the storm lost
force while slowly moving through offshore facilities valued at more than $350 million. In the
words of one executive from a company that suffered severe damage, “Instead of spreading out
over a big area..., she seemed to gather her energy into one tight mass and moved in and really
tore things up.”™ When the sun came out after the storm, clean-up crews returning to the
evacuated platforms found stunning devastation. Losses reached more than $100 million, with 13
platforms destroyed and 5 more damaged beyond repair. Hilda had delivered a jolt of reality to
an industry grown complacent about the power of major hurricanes (Offshore 1965, pages 26-
28).

One response was a meeting of concerned offshore operators at the Roosevelt Hotel in New
Orleans in November of 1964. 64 people attended, including representatives of most of the major
oil companies active in the Gulf, the major contractors, gas transmission companies with
pipelines in the Gulf, oceanographic consultants, and several university researchers. No
organization called the conference; it came about because Hilda scared individuals into action.
Those who had previously been satisfied to go it alone in designing offshore platforms now

20



Near the end of the meeting Griff Lee took the floor to review “the complete failure” of a major
platform that his company, McDermott, had recently built for Union Qil. Lee included a pointed
reminder that McDermott had used A.H. Glenn’s predictions of the forces generated by a 25-year
storm in designing the platform. An examination of the wreckage made it clear that Glenn’s
estimates had been much too low. Working from severely flawed design data, the company had
produced a severely flawed design with a lower deck that, at least in retrospect, had no realistic
chance of surviving the fury of Hilda’s waves.

The analysis of the problems with the design of this destroyed platform had a hard practical
edge, since its twin had been loaded on a barge awaiting installation at a nearby site when Hilda
hit. Lee gave the audience a classic account of engineering on the run, relating how McDermott
had carefully studied the destroyed platform to make “some reasonable modifications of the

21



offshore industry as a whole received another unmistakable warning that it had not correctly
understood the risks posed by major hurricanes (Drilling 1965, pages 46-48).

Insurance could ease the financial pain only if insurers continued to accept the extreme risks of
providing coverage for moble drilling rigs. “Maverick’s” destruction was only the latest in a line
of accidents involving such rigs, and underwriters had begun to revisit the question of whether
this segment of the offshore industry might be uninsurable. A representative of John L. Wortham
& Son, a major Houston-based insurance company, acknowledged that the “tremendous risks”
required “extra efforts” from insurers. Others in the underwriting business continued to debate
the basic issue of whether a mobile drilling rig should be insured as a vessel or as a drilling rig,
its workers as “landlubbers or seamen.” The compromise gradually struck was to take greater
care for making the rigs safer as they were towed to the drilling site by having inspections of
them by experienced naval architects while th

22



been had the storm taken a track 100 miles to the west through the heart of offshore alley. But
the “quality,” as well as the quantity, of damage drew as much attention as the astonishing reality
of a 70-foot wave in the Gulf. Included in the platforms destroyed were three modern ones
installed by Shell, the generally acknowledged leader in offshore design. One of these was only
five months old and was at the time th
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about the power of severe storms in the Gulf, and the offshore industry responded by taking a
hard, collective look at its traditional assumptions.

They did so within two important new venues for cooperation among oil companies, construction
companies, and consultants. After its establishment in 1966, the API’s Offshore Committee
quickly grew into an effective instrument for defining, publicizing, and modifying the best
possible standards for offshore operations. The definition of industry standards had been an
important part of the work of the API, which was ideally suited to bring together experts from
various areas of the industry to share information about best practices. The Offshore Committee
simply extended this tradition to matters concerning standards of safety and design offshore. The
sharing of basic research on various aspects of offshore operations went forward after 1969 at the
Offshore Technology Conference (OTC), an annual meeting where industry specialists gathered
to present papers about their research. Both researchers and standard-setters could take
advantage of the growing power and availability of better computers.

Peter Marshall, a Shell engineer who entered the offshore industry in 1962, summarized the
difference between the early days and the years after the coming of computer-assisted design:
“Intuitive design and an entrepreneurial spirit gave way to computers and an era of no surprises.”
Marshall summarized the key change in attitude with the simple declaration that “we were less
afraid of failure then.” He lamented the passing of the days when offshore engineers had been
given greater latitude to do their jobs more creatively while accepting more risk.

Marshall was even able to joke about his own strange experience with failure. He designed a
platform installed in 1965 in 283 feet of water, earning the record for water depth. Two days
after its installation, almost before he could brag about his efforts, the platform suffered severe
damage during Hurricane Betsy. Examination of the platform revealed pieces of the “Bluewater
1.” When built by Shell in the early 1960s, this semi-submersible had been an epoch-defining
technological break-through in offshore drilling. Hurricane Flossie had capsized the vessel in
1964. As a new owner readied it to return to work the next year, Hurricane Betsy displayed a
stormy sense of irony by sending it careening into its former company’s record-holding platform
(Marshall, personal communication, 2002).

Such events make good stories, at least after the passage of a few decades. But do they also
illustrate the folly of “entrepreneurial engineering”? Looking back at the formative years in the
Gulf of Mexico, several things stand out. Fortunately, the emphasis on good forecasting and
early evacuation meant that few people died or were seriously injured offshore in hurricanes.™
The scanty accounts that exist suggest pollution from storm-related damage was not extreme.
With risks managed through insurance and improvements in designs, property damages were not
high enough to stop the movement into deeper waters. All in all, taking “calculated risks” and
then fixing mistakes exposed by hurricanes on the run allowed the offshore industry to push
through its ignorance and develop much needed domestic oil and natural gas reserves.

1 Overall, the offshore industry had more serious safety problems in such areas as the development of deep water
diving and blow-outs of offshore wells, especially in the early years, when mobile drilling rigs also presented
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Looking back on this process from the perspective of fifty years of work on offshore structures,
Griff Lee offers a sobering appraisal that suggests how little the industry knew as it plunged into
the Gulf of Mexico: “In light of today’s data, the early load estimates were off (too low) by a
factor of ten.” A factor of ten would seem to be well past the threshold where the brave become
the foolhardy. But in the American offshore oil industry of the post-World War 11 era, this
distinction was blurred by a combination of unusually good weather, extraordinary technical
innovations, and the systematic efforts of good engineers and work forces to recognize and fix
problems exposed by one of the strongest, most unpredictable forces in nature, the hurricane.
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