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JCPT84-01-10 CANADIANS  ABROAD Offshore exploration: I ART BRANSCOMBE Offshore Drilling Consultant Calgary, Alberta EDITOR'S FOREWORD This is the first of a two-part series, covering Art Branscombe's ex- periences in England, Australia, Papua New Guinea, Malaysia Bur- ma, Japan, Ireland, the North Sea and other parts of the offshore- drilling world. WHILE I was working with Imperial Oil in Alberta in 1962, my wife and I took a two-month trip to Europe.  This made us wonder what it might be like to live overseas.  So, a year later, when I was of- fered a temporary assignment as senior drilling
engineer to look after five on- shore wells in England, I had the oppor- tunity to find out first-hand what life in Europe was like.      My first posting was to London, and I must say that commuting to an office in the Haymarket could certainly not be considered a hardship post.  Very early on, we realized that we could meet North Americans at home and so resolv- ed to associate as much as possible with the locals, to study their culture and to see the countryside in many short trips.   A love of exploring London and of tak- ing advantage of visiting museums and art galleries, of attending
the opera at Covent Garden, and collecting antiques was always to remain with us and to have a lasting effect on our family.   Years later, our daughter would return there to do six year's post-graduate work in music.      In 1965, Esso Exploration of New York offered me a permanent position overseas.  The choice of becoming "per- manent" or remaining with them on a temporary basis was not easy.  With per- manency, I would have the advantage of substantial financial bonuses, but would have to resign from Imperial Oil in Canada.  Willis Gibson, then Assistant under Tip Moroney, advised: "why
don't you take the permanent and if you don't like it, you can always come back with us."      My first permanent assignment was supposed to be Australia onshore.  When I arrived at the Sydney office (managed by John Hamlin, now retired) in the spring of 1965, however, I was diverted to the Glomar No. 3 drill ship which by _ then was drilling its second well in the Bass Strait.  It was this hole that lound oil and was to be the first of many holes to produce the prolific reservoirs that were subsequently develope4J in Australia.  Historically, this was th(,, first fully floating vessel to
operate outside the continental U.S. waters.  Fully floating vessels with sub-sea blowout preventors had only been used ii-i the States for a year, so, in a sense, we were still developing offshore dri@lling methods as we went along.      Soon I was to find that the drilling was the easier part of mastering offshore drilling.  Contending with the sea. was another matter.  The weather wa!; un- predictable and, in those days, there were no satellites or weather ships be- tween the Bass Strait and the Antarctic.   Normally, travelling ships report: the weather as they proceed, but in thi5; area
there was a complete absence of ship- ping lines to do that.  Storms, known as "southerly busters", blew up from the Antarctic and generated 40-foot waves and 200-foot swells which made opera- tions difficult because the length of the drill ship was only 256 feet.  These storms could break anchor chains and mooring lines which, in turn, could mean being blown off location.  This made prc)duc- tion testing a hair-raising experience.   Eventually, Bill Bohlman, a Texan with Esso, claimed that I had tested more wells offshore than anyone else for Esso.      During my stay in Australia, we
developed the now well-known te!chni- que of "hanging off".  If there was enough time in the rough weather, it was best to pull out of the hole; but when this was not possible, one would try to pull the bit up into the casing and to land the drill pipe in the blowout preventor -"hanging off".  To help control the pressure and to prevent the hole from caving in while shut in, Esso had a standing regulation of having no more than 5,000 feet of open hole.  In those days, before automated equipment, Technology,    January-February    1984,    Montreal ,j c PT oo'4 - drill-collars had to be hand-
wrestled and it was impossible to handle them in rough seas.  To Esso's credit, if you had an idea which could be shown to save _ time and money, they would put it into effect.      To be able to drill at sea, close cooperation with the Captain of the drill ship was essential.  Along with this, was the need for high-calibre, competent personnel who were capable of render- ing good judgment quickly.  The poor weather conditions made it mandatory to decide within minutes whether or not to stay on location or to secure the well before being blown off.  It gradually evolved that the man on the
ship had to have the final say.  In addition, rough seas made it hard to transfer supplies on and off the boat, as well as for the three- passenger helicopter to land onboard to change personnel.  Storms often disrupted our schedules to be on or off the boat and supplies sometimes could not be unloaded for days.  There was always the added concern of survival at sea.      After having experience with four off- shore wells, I was assigned to drill four onshore holes near Moree, 450 miles northwest of Sydney.  The contractor for these was Richter-Bawden; and "Swede" Black (retired in Edmonton)
of that company and I were able to renew our friendship.  Drilling onshore at this time could also be considered pioneering because, although Hallibur- ton and other services were established in Australia, not many wells had been drilled there.  It was my job to oversee every detail to ensure that the necessary supplies were available, that the drilling progressed and that the well was com- pletely evaluated.  This included making the deals with the farmers, preparing the site itself, etc.      On one occasion, a particularly hot day, "Swede" Black and I had travelled about 400 miles to look
at several of his drilling rigs.  After viewing the last one, he suggested that we go to the "School of Fine Arts" in Roma, Queensland, otherwise known as the pub, Striking up a conversation with one of the locals in 71








