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Chapter 2

Joining Up With Uncle Joe

If you can guard your ass while all about you

Are stabbing backs, and blaming it on you,

If you can trust no one, (since all men doubt you),

And plot their downfall well before it’s due,

If you can wait, and bide your time while waiting,

And being lied about – tell bigger lies,

Or being hated, double deal the hating,

Make them look bad; ensure your own stocks rise.

If you can scheme – and use those schemes to master

The way they think – control their thoughts your aim,

If you can make your triumph their disaster,

And have them seem impostors in the game,

If you can twist in knots the truth that’s spoken,

Bind up the knaves and hang a noose for fools,

And watch the things they gave their lives to broken,

And kick ‘em out to grass, like worn out mules.

If you can scam your cut of all the winning,

And grab huge fees and never give a toss,

And take, and start again at the beginning,

And cook the books to paper over loss,

If you can force their nerves and minds and sinew

To serve your case long after they are sacked,

And hold their closet skeletons within you,

To dampen rashness, should they dare to act.

If you can bullshit crowds, pretending virtue,

And walk with kings – forget the common touch!

If neither foes nor one-time friends can hurt you,

If no men count with you for very much,

If you can fill an unrelenting minute

With sixty seconds of self-serving fun,

Yours is the pot, and everything that’s in it!

You’ll have become a CEO, my son!

With apologies to Mr Rudyard Kipling

I joined the Company when Uncle Joe owned it, in the seventh year of his reign. This is how it came to pass. 

The Company invited me to be interviewed for a job. I knew the Company couldn’t possibly have been less enthusiastic about the prospect than I was. I shrugged, thought, “What the hell”, and let it go at that.

I didn’t have a suit, and if I was to be interviewed properly it became a pressing priority for me to buy such a garment. The suit that I purchased was of the variety that came off the peg, which meant that it was guaranteed to fit me wherever it touched. When I put it on I appreciated how a snake about to shed its skin might have felt.

The suit was cut from a bolt of prickly cloth dyed in either a muted bluish colour or in some kind of neutral grey. I don’t remember the precise colour, not that it matters much as I gave the suit away to a deserving cause a long time ago. 

The draper’s shop that sold me the suit was located somewhere down towards the bottom of that steeply inclined section of road that thrust into the commercial heart of the town of Arklow in Co. Wicklow in Ireland. 

The road came into Arklow out of the Vale of Avoca, through which it more or less followed the right bank of the Avoca River. The Vale of Avoca, regarded as a scenic gem, was commemorated for evermore as “that vale in whose bosom the bright waters meet” by the Irish bard Mr Thomas Moore in a seminal piece of verse entitled The Meeting of the Waters. 

A collective group of small copper mines, the property of Avoca Mines Limited, straddled the Vale of Avoca a few miles upstream from Arklow. At the time that I was invited by the Company to attend an interview and as a result forced to upgrade my wardrobe with a suit, I was working as Chief Geologist at the copper mines. 

Downstream from the mines and as a direct consequence of mine generated effluent known as acid mine drainage (or AMD), somewhat less than bright waters coursed over the pebbles and boulders of the Avoca river bed and deposited on the same a significant crust of a substance that owed much to the tendency of AMD to precipitate unpleasantly brown oxides of iron. This ochre palette would almost certainly not have excited the poet Moore’s fertile imagination. 

Since the year in which I purchased my suit was 1978, Mr Moore was long past caring about the depredations of mining on the quality of water in the Sweet Vale that he immortalised. At an equally low local ebb to that of Moore’s alleged unconcern for present day sacrilege, at least in the province of those like myself who worked at the copper mines, was elegance of dress code, and it was that reality rather than Moore’s outdated vision that drew me to follow the riverine course of AMD all the way down to Arklow in search of a tailor.

When I forwarded an application to the Company in response to an advertisement for technical staff that the Company placed in an issue of the weekly Mining Journal trade publication, I did it as a matter of routine, and not with the anticipation of any positive result. I made such applications once in a while when an interesting looking job advertisement came up, and promptly forgot about them as soon as I dropped the envelope containing my application in the post box. 

Responses received, if any came at all, offered one or other of the salutary comments, “Don’t call us, we’ll call you”, or “Thanks but no thanks”, or “We have placed your application on file for possible future reference”. “On file” was a euphemism for being binned with extreme prejudice.

The Mining Journal was a topical periodical that offered essential reading for those who were serious players in the world wide mining industry. As often as not any news printed by the Mining Journal that related to mining properties and exploration projects of which I had first hand knowledge rarely coincided with my own hard-earned perceptions. It begged the question as to how reliable the Mining Journal was in reporting news of properties and projects that I had no direct experience of. The Mining Journal was an impeccable source of job adverts however.    

In applying for a new job I was not doing much more than placing a symbolic iron in an equally symbolic fire to be pulled out in the not unlikely event that the ailing operations of the Avoca Mines should fall terminally ill. It was a popular adage that mines didn’t close down easily, but as with any activity relying on waning natural resources, the song of the fat lady would eventually screech out, and in the case of Avoca Mines that corpulent diva was already running through a few practice scales. 

It came as a complete surprise to me, not to mention a shock, when my job application to the Company resulted in my being invited to come along to the Company’s head office for an interview.

It was then that I found out that Uncle Joe owned the Company. The Company was Uncle Joe’s corporate Metals Sector subsidiary, involved in mineral exploration, mine development, mining and processing, metals smelting and refining. Uncle Joe’s preferred natural resources interests were of course vested in oil and petroleum products. I had heard of Uncle Joe, in fact, who hadn’t? He was a multinational behemoth whose humble beginnings involved selling seashells by the seashore, but that was then and now was now. 

I had of course never heard of the Company before I responded to its Mining Journal advert, but then, neither had the Company ever heard of me, so honours were about even for us both prior to round one.

Suitably clad, I accepted the Company’s invitation to be interviewed. The venue for the interview was to be at the Company’s head office, located somewhere in the centre of The Hague, in the Netherlands. It was a daunting prospect for me to have to travel that far, especially since I didn’t really want to. 

And yet, travel I did.

Mr. Thomas O’Toole was a genial resident of the riverside village of Avoca, and a man of many parts, one of them being that of a somnolent security gateman lodged in the tobacco smoke impregnated interior of the entry gatehouse to the Avoca Mines Limited office and processing plant facilities, and another as the provider of an independent local taxi service. 

Thomas drove me in his taxi up to Dublin Airport where a scheduled Aer Lingus flight, on which a seat had been booked for me by the Company, was waiting for its appointed hour of departure for Schiphol Airport outside Amsterdam. I was accompanied also by my new suit, which was temporarily hidden from view in an appropriately named suitcase.

Following my arrival and the completion of landing formalities at Schiphol, I journeyed south to The Hague in a bus painted all over in the striking blue on blue livery of the Royal Dutch Airline, KLM. The interior of the bus was so spotlessly clean and the timing was so precisely punctual that I knew for sure that it did not belong to the CIE bus fleet that plied the highways and byways of Ireland in a manner that made a virtue of informality.

The Company arranged a comprehensive interview process for me over the full day following my arrival in The Hague. Overnight accommodation was booked for me in a hotel that it would be unfair not to describe as being much smaller than the Royal palace sprawling nearby. The hotel stood, feigning anonymity with reasonable success, in the depths of a narrow street located in the confusingly rabbit warren-like maze surrounding the city centre. A cat in search of a corner to crap in could have crept into my hotel room in the confident understanding that there was insufficient space available in which it might be swung before it crept out again.

I checked in at the hotel on a Thursday evening, which meant that The Hague’s weekly late night shopping experience was in full flow all around and about. The lights were bright, and there was movement in abundance. No street was too strait to attract either would-be shoppers or those who were simply out for an evening of ambling around in the comfort of a crowd. I came to learn at a later date that on every other evening of the week, when office hours drew to a grateful close, The Hague came appreciably close to resembling a ghost town.

I felt genuinely out of my depth, but I didn’t so much mind that or for that matter give much thought to it, as being out of my depth was a situation that I was quite used to at that stage of my professional career. However, a sensed inadequacy to pit myself against whatever awaited me at the Company’s interview on the following day made the sinking feeling somehow plumb a little more depth than usual.

A couple of months later when I moved from Ireland to live in the Netherlands and commence working for the Company, (from which it may be deduced that the interview had a successful outcome) my struggle to hold even a static salmon-like position in the diurnally flowing tides of new revelations became even more difficult to sustain.

It so happened in those days when Holland was new to me that I waited at an automatic boom controlled railway crossing over a road for an approaching train to pass. Once the train had gone by I ducked under the boom and crossed to the other side of the track. A Dutch railway official immediately chased after me, and berated me in tones both loud and long for not waiting until the boom had risen so as to permit me to negotiate the track in safety.

“What if another train had been coming from the opposite direction or following the first train when you crossed?” he yelled. As he was addressing his remarks to me in Dutch it wasn’t too clear to me what I had done wrong until a helpful observer offered a translation.

On the basis of my experiences in Ireland it hadn’t occurred to me that two trains could possibly show up anywhere in close succession. A single passing train once a day was sufficient to excite comment in the Vale of Avoca, the more so in the improbable event that the train was actually passing by on schedule. I wondered what I had got myself into. 

The Company was like an over-inflated ball made slippery by the lubricant-dabbling hands of certain of Uncle Joe’s assignees to the senior ranks of its executive management. The respective practices of mining ore and producing oil blended with one another as well as if oil was oil and ore was water.

The radically different operating philosophies of the oil and mining approaches to exploration and development were barely reconcilable. Oil and big money went hand in hand, mining and big money generally didn’t. Grandiose plans by Uncle Joe to use his oil business know how to build the Company into a mighty stalwart capable of standing at the forefront of the world’s mining industry by virtue of a thick chequebook, a full fountain pen and a thin time perspective were always destined to realise disappointment.

To be fair to them, the management executives that Uncle Joe placed in Company driving seats did express a willingness to develop in themselves an improvement in the appreciation of the nuts and bolts of the mining industry. Achieving an improved appreciation was all that was really possible for them since their appreciation of mining to start with could hardly have been less dismal. 

A prime quid pro quo required of the Company from Uncle Joe in return for his always-welcome handouts was that an Uncle Joe type culture should instil itself within the Company to the greater benefit of all concerned. 

The inability of oil and mining aspirations to fashion a smooth mixture resulted in the premature toppling of far too many promising mining oriented careers Mining men fell like the trees of a pine forest to the chain saw rout of early retirement campaigns as the attempts by Uncle Joe’s men to address the dichotomy took regular advantage of the faithful cure-all corporate ploy of when in doubt or in trouble, reorganise. 

Uncle Joe’s desires for the Company’s future moved along rollers thickly eased by repeated squirts from Uncle Joe’s money-stuffed grease gun. However, the success of his mining interests needed to be based on so much more than merely how much cash increasingly desperate executive managers were empowered to spend in order to buy themselves out of trouble. 

It took time for the realisation to dawn, if indeed the sun ever did rise in that east, that success in mining exploration and production could only be based on an informed knowledge of and experience in the mining industry, on initiative taking, a spirit of adventure, persistence in the face of disappointment and last, but by no means least, on having the right people based in the right place at the right time.

But then, at the end of the day as it was, when push came to shove, Uncle Joe would be there to bail his Company nephew out, so hey, no worries. 

There were just too many layers of decision making involved in an Uncle Joe inspired culture to permit the Company to ever reach the real head of the world mining game. In the less than customary event that the Company should come to place that right someone in that right place at that right time to be first in line to pick up a bargain project, the tortuous process of running a proposal to go for the project through level after level of a stupefying corporate hierarchy, probably right up to the dizzy heights of Uncle Joe himself, offered the guarantee that any envisaged deal would fall by time inspired default into the hands of a competitor. 

Yet, there it was really. Under the modestly benign scrutiny of a seemingly endless array of Uncle Joe’s executive management assignees, the Company was putting a major effort into the recruitment of appropriately disciplined technical staff in order to form a team capable of fumbling the acquisition and development ball forward. According to the Mining Journal, the range of technical disciplines involved in the Company’s recruitment drive included geology, mining engineering, minerals processing and metallurgical engineering. Professions concerned with the care and protection of the environment in a close alliance with health and safety considerations had yet to emerge as the shiny veneer by which so many of the regular activities of the mining industry would ultimately come to be judged and found wanting. 

There was not an active mining operation that I knew of anywhere in the world in which the separate proponents of such a range of technical disciplines as those advertised were not regularly clawing at one another’s throats in principle if not in practice. Conflicts at a technical level arose more or less as a matter of course. It was possible that up in the more exalted levels of executive management, as with those of the Company, that inter-disciplinary co-operation might be better, (although I doubted it). 

The mantra “Health, Safety and the Environment”, or “HSE” in buzzword terms, was something of a trickle down institution. Great lip service was always paid to HSE policy in the highest corporate ranks, while leaving those lesser mortals charged with implementing the policy down the line to suit their own devices in getting on with the job. The sharp and dirty end of mining operations tended to be left to stew in its own juice. As long as the monthly safety statistics reports didn’t look too bad, all would be well, and since everyone knew that statistics could be used to present whatever those who produced them wanted to prove, all appearing well was what it usually was. 

The engagement by the Company of so many new technical staff made it imperative that there should be a Personnel Department in place, as large as possible and the larger the better. The Personnel Department was intended, (some hope), to organise, administer and manage the welfare of the newcomers. That, naturally enough, spawned a Finance Department to allegedly keep all dealings above board. Neither the Personnel nor the Finance Department people were expected to know anything at all about the practice of mining, and so they could cheerfully be drawn directly from the eager ranks of the host that owed primary allegiance to Uncle Joe.

The Personnel Department was ultimately re-christened  “Human Resources”, or “HR” for convenience. HR was a title that must have been devised by someone with a well-developed sense of irony, as the chief characteristics of the self-indulgent way in which HR functioned was neither human nor resourceful towards those who came to it seeking a warm embrace and normally met with only a cold shoulder.

The Finance Department carried out its allotted duties based on a clear principle that when money had been disposed of, irrespective of the propriety of the transaction, the money was “sunk” and therefore no longer worthy of further consideration. The sub-text to the principle of sunk money called for making a real go of it and spending a lot more. The talent of the Finance Department was vested both in turning minor cock-ups into major catastrophes and also in rewarding the perpetrators with farewell golden handshakes of breathtaking proportions.

If only the Company’s technical staff could have been as imaginative as the Finance and HR people were.

I was a mining geologist, or, not to put too fine a point on it, a geologist who worked in mines. In my case the mines I had previously worked in were chiefly of the underground variety. Mining Geology was an applied science, and thereby conferred on me the fortunate blessing of being unencumbered with any pressing need to worry about the more scientific or academic aspects of the geological profession in general. 

My modus operandi was hands-on. The keystone of my work was the estimation and verification of what I considered to be the most vital assets possessed by a mining company, namely the reserves of ore and resources of minerals.  

As far as I was concerned “ore” was a poorly understood word.  Ore had been defined and redefined far too often by too many self-appointed experts accomplished at springing onto bandwagons. A rampant succession of such definitions had been subject to lively and broadly acrimonious debate for a century or more. In essence, ore comprised naturally occurring aggregations of minerals capable of being mined and processed to generate a product that could be marketed and sold at a profit.

Ore and profit were like love and marriage. They went together like a horse and carriage. You couldn’t have one without the other. Together they made up an institoot you couldn’t disparage.

With the constraining factors on the profitability of mines taken into account, not least those involving governmental, environmental, economic, technical, and legal considerations, if there was then no profit to be made for a product eventually processed from estimated ore, then whatever material was mined to generate that product was not ore. If it was not ore there was no viable mine, no work available for mining people, and, in the unkindest cut of all, the likelihood of no fees for avaricious executive directors. 

As applied to executive directors in general, the term “avaricious” could be construed as redundant, since it went without saying that a fondness for money of their very own was a characteristic widely spread through their ranks. On the other hand a declaration of redundancy was something that executive directors were well versed in evading, especially when it was applied to them. If, apart from banking money, there was one thing that a run of mill executive director was good at, it was hanging on to his lucrative position for dear life. 

Of course, on the matter of such money, the existence of a creative pathway of verisimilitude leading well-reimbursed executive directors out of the valley of the shadow of dearth was never going to be in any doubt.

The coin-of-the-realm appetites of executive directors notwithstanding, I believed that most of the technical professions related to the mining industry were not without honour. They stood out with distinction in a world in which the more traditional legal, medical, educational, political and financial professions were increasingly being shown to possess feet of clay.

I would not have wanted this to imply that the mining industry’s technical professions were not noteworthy from time to time for their reliability in throwing up charlatans characterised by a staggering ingenuity to defraud, not least with respect to their uncanny prowess in manipulating ore reserve figures. Tight professional control of ore reserve reporting codes and standards was essential to constrain such egregious intentions, stay the clutching hands of executive direction and management, and so ensure confidence in the mining industry’s integrity. 

It was on the strength of being a mining geologist that I found myself about to be interviewed by the Company in conjunction with its imposing plans to grow into and dominate the mining world. If I approached the interview with reluctance, I came away from it only with a near euphoric relief that it was over. I bore not one shred of residual preoccupation as to the eventual result of the interview or its consequences, having already written my chances off to the legacy of much prior experience of rejection.

My interview occupied a full working day. It took place in a continuous sequence of half hour segments, with an intervening break for lunch. 

The half hour segments were all one-on-one affairs, with a different interviewer participating each time. After the third segment, the line of questions directed at me took on a repetitive familiarity. All those who interviewed me were drawn from the Company’s Technical Divisions and Personnel Department. I sat with them in a confusing plethora of individual offices scattered through a couple of floors of the Company’s crammed head office building. There were enough suits on view around the building to suggest the expert dissection of several hectares of cloth.

After a while I became bewildered as to who was who and what was what as I was shuttled from one pillar to another post and then on again. Although I had always had the ability to instantly recall faces (once seen always remembered), the face subject’s names invariably slipped from my mind a split second following the very instant that I heard them. An overriding impression, growing ever stronger through the interview sequence, was that I was being exposed to a level of operating skill so advanced in comparison to that which I was used to that its majesty was obscured in clouds a very long way above my head.

All those that I met in the half hour interview sessions impressed me with possessing genuine warmth. They came over as rather decent professionals. I estimated that only about a third of them were practiced exponents in the art of bullshitting. Uncle Joe may have been proud of them all.

They were at their most confident in talking to me on the subject of budgets with particular reference to by how much and how rapidly any budget could be increased and spent in the pursuit of projects. Sums of six or seven figures and counting were tossed about with an air of casual abandon. That worried me. At the Avoca Mines, our budget allocations were of a truly anorexic nature. We regarded single and double figure sums with reverence and three figures with a sense of longing that Tantalus would have envied. 

Any big numbers were to me nothing if not a turn-off. If the least vestige of a mathematical formula should chance to appear in any technical paper I picked up to read it would be a sure-fire certainty that my eyes would not be destined to feast on any other part of the balance of that paper, irrespective of whatever else of value it might contain. 

Finance and cost figures, of the operating as much as of the capital variety, always numbed my mind. Merely grasping at the significance of the massive figures that I was being regaled with by my Company interviewers, let alone what the figures implied, was never going to be within my personal remit.

Remit, now that was a good buzzword I picked up somewhat later, when I was in Toronto on Company business. A peripatetic type demanded to know of me what my remit in being in Toronto was, and I didn’t know what my remit was, largely because I didn’t know what remit meant. I had to go away and look the word up. Had he asked me what I was in there to do (a familiar question) I could have told him, but that would have made it too easy for him I supposed.

About a year or so after the fateful interview, I was sent by the Company to pursue my ore reserve estimation remit in Australia, at a mining property that the Australian subsidiary of the Company wished to acquire. I found the formally declared ore reserves for the mine in question to be unviable for mine production purposes owing to the very unstable and hitherto very undeclared geological conditions in the immediate vicinity of the overlying wall rocks adjacent to the mineral deposit. I reported accordingly that the reserves weren’t ore. 

The Company’s local executive manager, known by the title of Metals Manager, was a dyed-in-the-wool flinty antipodean who appeared to see the acquisition of the mining property as a not unimportant step in the furtherance of his career. He was therefore unwilling to accept my report. An Uncle Joe man from his chip-laden shoulders to his supercilious core, he requested, or demanded was more like it, that I must report more favourably on the production prospects than the facts allowed me to. He went on to refer to me, in the open comfort of a pub of his choice, as a “bastard” when I politely declined his entreaty.

A colleague of this forthright Metals Manager then took me to one side and advised me that in this Uncle Joe inspired hierarchical context my opinions could never be permitted to prevail. 

“How much budget do you control?” he asked me.

I told him, none at all that I knew of.

“Well”, he said, “In this Company, anyone who controls as little as one dollar of budget will have their opinion valued above yours!” 

Control of budget created kings from those who filled the ambitious court of the technically incompetent. The more budget anyone controlled, the more important he was in the grand scheme of things. It appeared that the attainment of personal success was not about saving Company money; it was not even about spending Uncle Joe’s money wisely; it was entirely about spending any available money purely for the sake of spending it.

That made it simple enough for me to rationalise why managing the disbursement of big budgets was prized above all other considerations by all Company executive managers riding eagerly on a direct, and hopefully fast track to personal fame and fortune. Fame and fortune had to abide, these two, but the greatest of these was fortune.

The Company’s career development policy for its employees was an Uncle Joe clone. Career planning was layered like jam on to the daily bread, fresh or stale it made no difference, of all professional disciplines. The planning mainly involved moving the favoured so-called fast trackers and high fliers from assignment to assignment on an approximately three-year basis per assignment. The actual duration of an assignment depended on the closing proximity of any posse in pursuit. 

Three years was just about the optimum amount of time for anyone to spend on an assignment in order to ensure that the Company’s best long-term interests could be sacrificed to a short-term expediency aimed at ensuring the personal advantage of the assignee. Those to whom assignments of this kind were handed saw them as the essential stepping-stones, or alternatively as crosses to bear, between successive promotions.

As a direct result of a new managerial broom regularly assigned to a local scene at three-year intervals, longer-term continuity of tenure counted for just about nothing. A great expertise in reinventing the wheel over and over again on a three-year cycle was established as a matter of course. Forward momentum was at best sluggish, even if the reinvented wheel was round and well able to rotate in the unlikely event that the right assignee might come along to push it. The re-creation of identical mistakes was a more or less mandatory feature of each triennial cycle. If any defects were eliminated along the way it was purely by accident involving a probable oversight.  

A dozen years of experience in working on the mines of the Zambian Copperbelt was described to me by a well placed Company man (in a rare departure from bullshitting for a living) as, “one year’s experience performed a dozen times over”.  The Company’s three-year assignment cycle was not so very different to the Zambian model. Two steps forward and two to three steps back probably summed up the results of a typical career building assignment period reasonably well.

The assignees moved from one berth to another with all the verve and vigour of Samson emerging from a temple within which he had recently torn down a few key pillars. The edifice of whatever they had wrought in the preceding three years tottered and collapsed behind them as they strode onwards to greener pastures. The more monumental the ensuing cloud of dust rising over the sorry pile of debris and the greater the amount of money euphemistically sunk into the debacle, the more lucrative were the future rewards to be reaped by the perpetrators. Or so it seemed.

Blunders on a scale that could not be suitably covered up, irrespective of protective shields held by executive mentors in high places, were rewarded by severance settlements incorporating more than enough associated gold to set the miscreants up for life. The ordure of responsibility slid from their shoulders when they moved on easily as if their neatly tailored suits were made of pure Teflon. If accountability for their actions ever chased after them, it never quite managed to catch up.

The troubled waters that they left in their wake as they steamed towards the next three-year island of personal advancement were usually smoothed out by a snake-eyed Company hatchet man, sent in to pour boiling oil on the waves, persecute the innocent, sack witnesses to the truth, and reconstruct the shattered organisation to allow budget building to recommence all over again like déjà vu on a nailed down platform of sunk costs.

The ultimate financial loss to the Company from its acquisition of the Australian mining property for which my unfavourable report led to the legitimacy of my birth being questioned, was (I believe) in the order of a couple of hundred million US dollars. The acquisition went ahead regardless. That was the way it was. The Company’s central filing system in The Hague was the graveyard in which embarrassing reports were buried to protect the culpable.

It was inevitable that attempts to construct a viable mine on the unfortunate Australian property would fail. The Company withdrew from the misadventure without batting an eyelid. The Metals Manager who presided over the whole sorry show was then awarded the position of CEO for Uncle Joe’s down under coal interests, thereby placing his feet even more firmly in budget heaven.

Even at an early stage of my employment by the Company it was not difficult to recognise that this kind of standard cock-up and mop-up equation could only balance out for just so long. In the absence of a radical change of direction the Company was eventually going to disappear up its own ass, no matter how ready Uncle Joe might be to cough up get out of jail free cards.  

To go back to my Company interview, in the cumulative time made available for the sequence of half hour interview slots, I imagined that the day progressed as well as it could. The Company asked me to stay on for a second day of similar treatment, but their request rang no bells in my heart. Enough had been enough. I possessed a ticket on an Aer Lingus flight to return to Dublin that same night, and any question of changing the flight to the following day was not open to debate.

The departure of my flight back to Dublin was delayed by some mid-autumn fog around Schiphol Airport, but the flight thankfully got away at long last. Thomas O’Toole picked me up in his taxi at Dublin airport. I reached home, hung up my new, off-the-peg suit, and left the garment to fend for itself.

A month later, closing in fast on the festive period of Christmas, there were few things further away from my mind than thoughts of either the Company or of Uncle Joe. Then, right out of the blue, I received a letter from the Company and started to think about it and its good old Uncle Joe once again.

It had been an odd December all round. There were days of such closely enveloping heat that the air seemed to have a liquid quality about it.  A few strawberries grew to ripeness in my garden. The earthmoving contractor with whom I worked at the Avoca Mines was not infrequently accused by those who knew him well of “promising strawberries at Christmas”, and lo and behold, there we were in the exceptional year that proved the rule.  

Then the subsequent months of January and February elected to take counter measures by bringing in an elongated period of cold of a peculiar intensity. Ponds lay under thick ice, and snow flurries scuttled like white rats in blind corners. 

At the commencement of all these vagaries of climate, I received the letter from the Company offering me a job. The shock of having an actual job offer in my hand was much greater than it would ever have been had the Company, as I expected, turned me down.

The job offer placed me on the horns of a dilemma as to what to do. I had no wish to sever my association with Avoca Mines, to the extent that I would not even have attended the interview in The Hague had not the Avoca Mines General Manager, a much-respected long-term mentor, advised me to give it a try. 

He followed this up by additionally counselling that I should accept the job offered by the Company, given that the future prospects for Avoca Mines did not have time on their side. After much soul searching I followed his recommendation. Avoca Mines actually closed down its operations about three years later.

The date that I was due to commence work with the Company was the last day of January in 1979. It was a date auspiciously timed to coincide with the apogee of the dreadful winter’s bite.

One only off-the-peg suit, no matter how ably resurrected, was unlikely to be sufficient to satisfy what my interview had led me to perceive to be the sartorial norms of the Company’s head offices where I was to be based, according to the job offered me. It therefore seemed sensible to get hold at least one extra suit.

Mr. John Flood, a master tailor from the tight little town of Wicklow, obliged by making me no fewer than three suits, three sports jackets, and three pairs of trousers, one in blue, another in green and the third in brown. With these made to measure additions to my wardrobe I thought I was ready for just about anything.

Subsequently to the acquisition of these garments I never again purchased another suit. Moreover, if I counted up the total number of times between then and now that I was moved to don one or other of John Flood’s creations, I would be able to count through all my fingers, but would have to stop counting well before I reached the limits of my toes.

The initial job title awarded me by the Company was Senior Mining Geologist. By virtue of this, although I was directly assigned to the Company’s Mineral Exploration Division, I was given at least a figurative handhold on the knob of the door barring access to the Mining Division. The job title offered me a dual allegiance akin to serving God and Mammon at the same time while walking on a sagging tightrope over a pit filled with sharp stakes. At Avoca Mines my job description according to the General Manager was “Do what you think is right!” Doing what I thought was right in the Company’s head office generally satisfied neither of the two stools, Exploration and Mining, that I fell between.

The Company could actually boast of three technical divisions, although it didn’t have the motivation to brag about it very often. “Division” was an appropriate way to describe each of the three, Exploration, Mining and Processing, as they were not only divided by internal conflicts, but were also totally committed to pitting themselves against each other given the least excuse.  

Exploration was classified as an “upstream” activity and Processing as “downstream”. Whether or not that made Mining “midstream” never came to be clarified. Without recourse to buzzwords, there would have been life in the Company Jim, but not as I came to know it.

The three divisions were respectively referred to in Company jargon as MTE, MTM and MTP. Since no one was in a hurry to tell me, I assumed, correctly as it turned out, that the empty part of the trio of initials had some association with “metals”. Each of the three divisions employed an office based staff complement about forty strong. In terms of technical people a combined total of a hundred and twenty could be considered by some to be close to scary. They may or may not have frightened the competition, but they certainly frightened me. An assembly of their combined tri-divisional might made a sight that was not so much impressive as overwhelming.

Every member of each of the divisions was labelled with a “reference indicator”, related to his or her divisional acronym. Reference indicators were diagnostic of job descriptions. The construction of a reference indicator followed the guiding principle that although its current owner might change (or given the Company’s three year assignment turnover routine inevitably would change), the reference indicator would always be there to provide the illusion of continuity. This principle was, in its own right, a variation on the theme of “The King is dead, long live the King!” Reference indicators offered a most satisfying means of depersonalising the consequences of incompetence, particularly in cases where the consequences (although not necessarily the incompetence) were avoidable.

The first reference indicator that I was tarred with was MTE/215. The respective letters and numbers, not forgetting the forward slash that separated them, determined that I was employed in section 2, subsection 1 of the MTE division, and that I had at least four colleagues in the same section, all of whom were more important than me. 

I was informed, by none other than MTE/322 I believe, that one’s status and salary level were in inverse proportion to the number of digits in one’s reference indicator. The bigger the number, the less you got. On the strength of that advice, the top tip of the Company’s totem pole was clearly towering high above my head.

The Company’s CEO (Uncle Joe version) was equipped with the reference indicator MT, which gave me an impression that some shadowy type in the heart of Uncle Joe’s outfit might very well bear the reference indicator M. Sometimes life followed art. To be fair however, Uncle Joe’s licences for Company kills were issued against projects rather than people. 

If we entertained any doubts in our hearts over the love of the CEO and his executive disciples for the Company’s people, we could always turn to an annual report and read about it there in black and white.

The Company’s head office was spread through what was originally two adjoining buildings occupying one side of a secluded square. The united buildings were characterised by long, narrow and rambling corridors that presented something of a safety hazard to negotiate wherever they broke through and stepped up or down from one building into another. The lines of individual offices occupied by the MTE and the MTM Divisions were both located on appropriately opposing sides of the first floor. The members of the two divisions sat at their desks behind an array of closed and blank faced office doors and waited for something to happen.

With little more than a short hop, let alone a skip or a jump, it would have been possible to make an immediate transit across the corridor from the domain of MTM to that of MTE (or vice versa) had any two facing doors been open at the same time. Had the doors even been left a little bit ajar it would have helped. For all the lack of constructive trans-corridor contact that there actually was, the corridor might well have been a yawning abyss, at the bottom of which were large creatures with sharp teeth.

Members of the MTE Division seldom referred to the MTM Division by invoking the appropriate reference indicator. According to those who sailed under the MTE flag of convenience, the MTM Division was “those people across the corridor”. I never managed to discover how the disparagement fared in a reverse context, if indeed anyone in the MTM Division ever really thought about the MTE Division at all. 

Had I been pressed to do so, and regrettably I never was, I expect I could have made a few suitably impolite suggestions for the MTM people to take up vis-à-vis (as the expression went) some of the MTE types. 

The Company appeared to me to marshal its forces in the manner of a colonising crusade. It demonstrated an almost compulsive intent to set up a subsidiary in as many of the countries of the world as was feasible in the shortest possible time. Uncle Joe had an established presence in most of those countries already, and so the basic support structures were understood to be in place. The leader of the MTE Division was a smoothly urbane Uncle Joe man fitted for the purpose with the reference indicator MTE (no surprise there). He had walked so many miles in a pair of shoes provided for him by Uncle Joe that no other footwear could fit him any longer. He envisaged that success in finding appropriate projects and making newsworthy discoveries lay in increasing annual budgets by geometrically proportioned leaps and bounds. That way, something positive had to happen, somewhere, probably, next year maybe.

North, south, east and west, all points of the compass were grist to the Company’s mill, from the heights of Baffin Island in the far Arctic down to the insular arrow point aimed towards Antarctica at the bottom end of Tasmania. Every continent except Antarctica, and the Company was probably already working on invading the latter, formed part of the accepted fiefdom for exploitation. Company envoys operated at temperatures ranging from sixty above to sixty below. They mined gold at the foot of underground shafts 2000 meters deep in South Africa, and developed open pit copper deposits at altitudes up to 4,700 meters above sea level in the Chilean Andes.  

In the process, no extreme of climate, geography, conduct or pattern of executive behaviour was ruled out.

One executive director of the Company favoured setting up subsidiaries only in English speaking countries. Another would give favourable consideration to no proposal related to a country in which Spanish was not the mother tongue. Between the two they managed a pretty wide global spread. French speaking countries were anathema to both.

The key criteria applied by the Company in targeting projects in those countries in those regions procured and occupied by those assigned to manage the occupation seemed to be vested in the prima facie assurance of the local availability of an acceptable range of five-star hotels and high quality restaurants. Of equal importance was access to an unlimited supply of fine wines, and airline connections featuring aircraft equipped with first class cabin sections.

To qualify as a regional manager the chief attributes for an incumbent were a demonstrated inability to speak the local language, a disdain for the local culture and a penchant for breaking eggs to make omelettes. These qualifications would never fail to set a Company regional manager apart as someone very special indeed, and would moreover be sure to get him noticed by those who mattered in ensuring the furthering of his career. 

In pursuit of the said objectives, the establishment of an elaborately furnished and appropriately overstaffed regional office served as the priority foundation stone of the Company’s embassies in countless capital cities. It helped a lot that Uncle Joe already had his own well soled and better heeled foot in many of the influential doors of the same fair city. Uncle Joe and ubiquity went hand in hand. 

If some of the capital cities were a little on the ratty or decrepit side, the regional manager could take comfort from knowing that he would be moving on to a more amenable setting in about three years time, well before the organisation that he would by then have created commenced to fall apart under the burden of his screw-ups.

Once the apartments of the regional office were satisfyingly engorged with staff specified with indicators all suitably referenced and formalised within an elaborately constructed organisation chart, only then was it considered opportune for the regional manager to seek out business opportunities. The organisation chart formed a tool vital to the regional manager’s cause, since he could shuffle and prune it at will to provide the Company’s head office phone jockeys with a steady impression that dynamic things were happening in the region, even when they weren’t.

As long as decisions were not pending which might, although heaven forbid that they actually would, result in moving a project from an upstream vantage point to a downstream development destination, the regional managers were content. They wanted to avoid the winds of progress that could shake the trees of complacency and thereby make their sinecures feel insecure. They countered any worries by adhering, as the ever-appropriate South African expression had it “like shit on a woollen blanket,” to projects that were perceived by outside observers to be of small account even at their inception and on which nothing subsequently happened to alter the colour of such crusty expectations.

The single-minded zeal of the MTE Division and its closely affiliated regional managers to defend and protect their shared territorial imperatives at all costs, particularly when it came to preventing an intrusion from those people across the corridor, was buttressed by one supreme ace in the hole. 

In the event that, in spite of everything humanly possible that could be done to delay or prevent a project progressing to a point when development and a likely role for the MTM Division was in the air, (since in the absence of the prospects of working with Greeks to deride some projects actually went ahead on merit alone), the exploration manager on the spot was normally appointed to take charge of the development. 

The exploration manager was invariably a geologist, swearing fealty to the MTE Division. Possession was nine points of the law.

This fortunate circumstance guaranteed the retention of power in the hands of the MTE Division. It made, in its way, a natural succession from exploration to development, notwithstanding that a geologist of any stamp rarely if ever made a competent manager where development, construction and mining activity was involved. 

The Company seemed to have a genuine talent for such right man/wrong job, wrong man/right job and wrong man/wrong job assignments.  The assignments were part of a standard process of project evolution along a convoluted and anguished path ending in a “Lessons Learned” exercise. The path was paved with the dull tiles of inexperience, indecisiveness, arrogance, cover-up, budget escalation (not to say explosion), and economic meltdown. 

Lessons Learned investigations always had a negative connotation. They were carried out only on the coattails of failure, and ostensibly designed to define what went wrong and why it went wrong so as to ensure that the same mistakes would never be made again. The investigators tended to be either those responsible for the debacle or at the very least the cronies of the same. Lessons Learned reports were prepared with what for the Company could be construed as unseemly haste, to be then briefly flashed to an eager public before being interred in that deep Central Files archive, impervious to the light of future day.   

The usual evolution of a project was best summed up in a Seven Stages list that once enjoyed a brief life posted on a Company notice board. The list, which spoke for itself, was set out on a single sheet of paper meticulously lettered by someone experienced in the use of plastic stencils and a rapidograph pen. The seven stages of a project were:

1. Excitement

2. Euphoria

3. The dawn of reality

4. The arrival of disillusion

5. The search for the guilty

6. The punishment of the innocent

7. The distinction of the uninvolved

The seven stages formed a standard menu supporting the feeding frenzy of all involved in all too many projects sponsored by MTE Division. To the seven stages I thought might be added an eighth, namely “the rewarding of the real perpetrators”, not to mention a ninth “the inability to benefit from lessons learned”.

Within the compass of its three technical divisions, the Company employed many highly proficient individuals, although the vital glue that might have fastened and combined the various facets of their talent into an effective team never really seemed to be generated. As far as the regional managers were concerned, the common good was a sacrificial lamb at the altar of their personal ambition. There would always be somebody else for them to pin the blame on. Indeed, Uncle Joe’s Company imposed culture implied that this should be so, and so it came to pass.

It was then perhaps something of a personal delight for me that in all the scrambling for power that typified so many of the internal machinations of the Company, and for all its corporate politicians who were prepared to play both ends against the middle and piss on the rubble of so many demolished careers, that I met up with very few people in my years with the Company that I didn’t like. The extent of my liking was not always accompanied by the level of respect that some of those concerned might have felt they deserved, but it was genuine for all that. 

The regional managers all came along to the head office in The Hague for a regular annual sequence of presentations spread over about a month and a half just prior to the commencement of the financial year. The respective presentations included proposed budgets for the following year, together with associated strategies, scenarios, schemes and scams, all delivered for the consideration of the executives occupying the killing fields at the centre of power. Like it or not, that was it. In this battle the regional managers had no high ground to command, whether of a strategic or of a moral character. 

The annual budget presentations were garlanded about with sufficient masking generalities in the form of platitudes, obsequiousness of delivery and brightly coloured overhead slides to, as a rule, cover up the reality that the discoveries and worthwhile project acquisitions of the preceding year were few and far between and likely to remain so. In any case the all-important control of budget was what it was all about, and the system in place decreed that there was really little danger of any grandiose proposal being turned down. 

The overall process of the presentations, as regional managers came and went in their allotted revolving door sequence, was carried out in an increasingly intensifying atmosphere of forced optimism that would have been familiar to Prince Prospero briefing his caterers on the eve of the Masque of the Red Death. The Emperor’s new clothes were hanging in the Company’s closet, and the closet door was clearly ajar, exposing at least some of the garments to public view.

The coordinating framework in which the grab bag of combined regional budget presentations formed a strut was a Master Plan controlled from the head office. Persistent delays in the execution of the demands of the Master Plan were vaguely acknowledged prior to being dismissed with a languid wave of the hand as mere bagatelles. 

Failure of the Master Plan was not an option that was ever mentioned, at least in any open forum. If Great Discovery 1 was not made in Year 1 of the Master Plan, it was simply assumed that Great Discoveries 1 and 2 would take place in Year 2. When Year 2 joined Year 1 in the wasteland of sunk money, then confidence was expressed in making Great Discoveries 1, 2 and 3 in Year 3. And so on.

The budget presentations were held in one of those imposing boardrooms furnished with an ultra long, and rather narrow elliptically shaped table made of some form of light coloured and highly polished wood. It wasn’t important to know the type of wood involved. As long as the wood looked expensive, which it did, it was sufficient unto the day. 

The boardroom table could seat about thirty people around it if everyone edged their chairs together and drew in their stomachs, the latter requirement forming something of a challenge in several well-fed executive cases. However, such seating arrangements only accounted for the first thirty to arrive. 

It required no more than a rumour that a budget presentation was about to take place for the hordes to be immediately drawn out of their individual offices or any of the other cubbyholes in which they chose to keep their heads down during working hours. The grander the scale of a presentation, the greater was the consensus of acknowledgement that it offered a great way to pass the better part of a morning or an afternoon, or preferably both. Whether the subject of the presentation was of interest or not was immaterial to the cause. 

Such mass gatherings featured an unlimited flow of coffee, against which inspiring incentive to be there the formal agenda of the presentation paled into insignificance.

Once the thirty or so seats around the boardroom table were taken up, chairs were commandeered from other parts of the head office building to seat the latecomers. The good, the bad, and the ugly took up their positions. The boardroom table lay like a piece of flotsam in a rippling sea of faces.

A typical budget presentation was designed to be drawn out over a lengthy enough period of time for the regional manager making it to be sure that the vital comments he made at the outset would be swept out of mind under the spate of the turgid overhead slide dignified deluge of dross that followed afterwards. 

Questions were nominally permitted at the end of a presentation, although most of the questions asked had such a prearranged feel about them that they were almost certainly engineered to comply with the requirements of minutes that had been written before the presentation started. An occasionally perceptive question, of the type that threatened to expose an uncomfortable truth, was quickly shot down in flames by one or other of the upper echelon executives present. They were trained to have both a vested abhorrence to boat rocking and also a love of big budgets for their own sake.   

One such presentation setting out a budget for developing and mining a large tin project located in Nova Scotia in Canada extolled the technical merits of the project to such an over the top extent that those sitting around the oval table could be forgiven for thinking that even sliced bread came no better than this. On the other hand, the presentation seemed to take great care in avoiding making any reference to the status of the project’s mineral resources and ore reserves. 

Seeing this as an omission with a sun-like glare about it, I thought I had better ask the presenter for an appropriate comment and did so, rather querulously given that the audience was at a minimum count forty strong. “How should I know about ore reserves?” the Canadian presenter replied to me, “I’m only a fuckin’ mining engineer!”  

I think that in all the budget presentations I attended, and, let’s face it, I found myself as ready to put in coffee-drinking time around the oval table in order to discuss whether or not support should be given to budgets that had already obtained all the support necessary behind closed doors elsewhere in the building, that this was the most honest answer to a technical question that I ever heard.

As a mining geologist it was my stock in trade to know that within any naturally occurring mineral deposit the portion of the said deposit that could be developed and mined as ore was a function of its geological characteristics. Wherever I had worked prior to joining the Company, my task in the general scheme of things had been to render the geological contribution to the assurance of mining production into a form couched in as many monosyllables as possible so that even a fuckin’ mining engineer could understand it.

To perform the task of simplification effectively, the great barrier that I usually had to surmount was the fact that most of the other cast of characters primarily involved in mine production, albeit those fuckin’ mining engineers, or mine captains, or shift bosses and miners at the working face, all loathed mining geologists. They had no greater liking for geologists of any stamp, pure or applied, of course, but that brought me no comfort at all. All it did was give me a feeling that I was being despised for my profession even before the opportunity to demonstrate how I practiced it came along

All of which was fair enough I supposed, since a majority of geologists, mining or whatever, could without fear of contradiction easily be classified as dyed-in-the-wool smart-asses. Geologists were normally University educated, and as such were more than ready to use their lettered qualifications as clubs to suborn those among their fellow workers in the mining industry whose educational opportunities had been more restricted. The higher the class of geological degree and the greater the propensity to academic orientation, the more pronounced was the insufferabilty of character of geologists in action on the mining front. 

In my early dealings with underground miners, I was misdirected and misinformed by them as a matter of course. It was quite odd, as I held their fund of practical experience and know-how in such regard that it was a privilege to rub shoulders with them. For their part they refused me co-operation and among other delights at their hands I was spat at, openly cursed, ignored, physically menaced, threatened with dismissal, deliberately sent a few times into harms way, reported to management in adversarial terms, by passed, and, well, the list went on. As Al Read’s signature tune ran, it was necessary to “Show them you can take it, on the chin, with a grin”. Such was life. Life with real mining people was what you made it.

I resolved that whenever I might attain a position senior enough (which seemed doubtful in itself) to have the authority to do so, I would act to break down the barriers of distrust. As far as I was concerned, conflictive relationships were not going to be permitted to exist within or without the scope of any mining geological group that I should have responsibility for.

Although the traditional conflicts were probably not about to be wiped out overnight, attrition through persistence and example was the best route to success. I insisted that every contribution made to a project or a mining operation, no matter who made it, or how great or how humble it was, deserved a consistent measure of respect. That went as much for the man carrying the honey bucket as for the Head of Personnel. Both of them moved shit for a living in any case.

It was all about goodwill. The demonstrated capacity of anyone to move well beyond the halfway point to strike a compromise was a jewel to be coveted and worked on every time.

All types of people responded in kind to a genuinely warm and open hand. I wondered why the corporate politicians that Uncle Joe and the Company loved so much seemed to be so unaware that this was so. Treating everyone in a consistently friendly and positive manner opened doors everywhere. I found that I came to relate much better and more comfortably to the middle and lower levels of organisations of all kinds than I did to those occupying the top, who were by and large, and I meant it most sincerely, a bunch of overweening prigs. I hope I spelt that last word correctly.

I quickly discovered that in all instances where there were endemic problems in inducing people to work together in a co-operative environment, that the indifference of top management was almost invariably one of the root causes.

In the Company’s head office I took steps in my intrusive territorial dealings with the MTE and the MTM Divisions to try and promote a spirit of cross-corridor co-operation. It was no easy task when faced with a situation where there was not only precious little of the cooperative commodity to build on, but where the lack of the same was palpable.

For my opening salvo I decided to visit those people across the corridor and talk to them. My action might well have established a Company record for in-house pioneering. Interestingly and to some extent incredibly, the fourteen years of underground mining experience that I had accumulated up to that time exceeded the combined total of years of similar experience for all head office members of the MTE and MTM Divisions put together.

What this disparity implied to me was that even though I was incapable of relating to the array of vast dollar figures being constantly voiced around me with so much throw away nonchalance, there was a hands-on skills gap in the organisation that I could readily fill. That was just about all I knew on earth and all I needed to know.

Filling the gap required me to ride out the many rebuffs that my spirit of initiative drew from both sides of the MTE/MTM divide. In the business context I thought, virtue didn’t bring along rewards in the short term, but for those like me who were willing to play the long game it could be another matter. Barriers always collapsed under steady pressure, provided that the exerted pressure came from a credible direction.

A common chain linking many members of the MTM Division was time spent in Suriname working at the Company’s open pit bauxite mining and associated alumina refining operations. Bauxite was a sack term describing a deposit of residual soil of shallow depth but great areal extent, carrying ripely hydrated oxides of aluminium and more than enough silica beneath a durable ferruginous crust. Suriname was a former Dutch colony on the Caribbean coast of South America and appeared, from the nostalgic tone that those who had been former expatriate assignees to the bauxite mines put into talking about it, to represent a flowering field in Elysium. 

My own feeling about Suriname, following an initial visit, was that the best means of seeing the country was from a window seat in a departing aircraft.

The Head of the MTM Division, whose reference indicator was MTM, was a dour and fussy professorial type whose association with the front end of the mining industry was as cursory as his smile and as thin as his lips. His gentlemanly attributes were however many, and far too well developed to permit him to function with success in front-end mine management. He not infrequently invited me to “refresh his memory” on aspects of mining practice. Where underground mining was concerned I had the feeling that I could have told him anything and he would have believed it without compunction. 

On each occasion when we met in his personal office, the Head of the MTM Division routinely opened a side drawer in his desk, from which, with an air of great solemnity, he took out a pad of A4 sized paper. He flicked through the pad until he came to the first blank page, on which with a thick-nibbed fountain pen he drew an impressively straight line down the centre, from top to bottom. Then he wrote the relevant date in the top right hand corner of the page.  

As we talked the Head of MTM Division took notes steadily, sometimes writing on one side of the vertical line, sometimes on the other. On reaching the bottom of one page he turned over to the next, drew another vertical line and continued with his hip-hopping sequence of notes. At the conclusion of our meeting he placed a horizontal line, equally as straight as any he had so far drawn, directly beneath his last entry.

The Head of MTM Division must have had a vast collection of such notebooks filled out in this way and filed away somewhere, all of them probably in chronological order. They formed an archive that might have served as a bona fide monument to futility. I didn’t know if or when he ever referred to his notes on our conversations again, and suspected that he didn’t. Note taking was perhaps the Head of MTM Division’s security blanket manifestation. 

The deputy Head of MTM Division, as fine a burden sharer as ever was created for just that purpose, sat in an office adjoining that of the divisional Head himself, in behind a desk piled half a meter high with tottering stacks of paper, files and trade magazines. The deputy Head’s presence at his desk in his office could, on the rare occasions that his office door was open, be confirmed either by a glimpse of the top of his head cresting the paper battlements, or, when the sheeted piles were at their ultimate height, by the curls of tobacco smoke rising from behind them.

Had anyone dared to excavate down to the base of the deputy Head of MTM Division’s ascendant stacks of desk-bound documents, I was sure it would have resulted in the discovery of tomb-like archives lurking there, compressed into a time dependant compact solidity.

The coterie of mining engineers in the MTM Division that these two paper tigers supervised, with or without the association of forgotten and forgettable documentation, were for the most part placid hirelings who believed that if bauxite was not a feature of any project then the project was unworthy of their critical attention. They were masters in the art of turning run of the mill routine into a virtue. They guarded the exclusivity of their interest in all Company matters related to bauxite, irrespective of how tenuous the association might be, with a tenacity that would have been almost religious in its zeal had it not been trussed up in so many overtly political overtones. 

In the book of rules of the mining engineers of the MTM Division, the questing eyes of any member of the MTE Division were not destined to feast themselves on the mysteries of bauxite exploitation.

I didn’t take it too much to heart. People who were accustomed to hard rock mining regarded the mining of bauxite as little more than glorified earth moving, or more aptly mud shifting. Since bauxite deposits had the unfortunate habit of occurring in parts of the world in which tropical deluges were commonplace, not for nothing were they described as “bauxshite” by some of their less dedicated proponents.

Caught up on the dilemma generating horns of my mining geology job title in that long corridor of MTE and MTM contestation, it was inevitable that I was drawn, not too long after I joined the Company as it happened, into becoming a member of the so called “Flying Circus”. 

Oscar Wilde might have described the Flying Circus as “the unspeakable in full pursuit of the unfeasible”, although unfortunately Oscar wasn’t there to be able to do that. It was Oscar who described work as being “the curse of the drinking classes” thereby implying that the concept of what the Flying Circus did best was not entirely foreign to him.

The Flying Circus was not all that inappropriately named. To justify one aspect of its name, it flew making use of aircraft, rather frequently in fact. The Flying Circus was additionally adept at going around in circles, and moreover its members included many who conducted precarious balancing acts and others who, when in restaurants, demonstrated the feeding habits of animals. It was especially celebrated over the years by featuring much more than its fair share of clowns.

In principle the Flying Circus was set up as a multi-disciplinary technical team, capable of mobilisation at short notice for travel to any part of the world where its services might have been required, although not necessarily accepted. Those who required the Flying Circus to be despatched to specific destinations were almost invariably to be found amongst the more elevated executive ranks at the head office. The regional managers tended not to want, not to need and definitely not to welcome the administrations of the Flying Circus, so it was just as well for the regional managers that they had little choice in the matter.

The regional managers tended to think of the Flying Circus as a flock of seagulls that flew in, shit on any exposed surface, and flew out again. Head office and assistance were a contradiction in terms as far as the regional managers were concerned.

Not to put too fine a point on it, the attention of the Flying Circus was a near certainty to place the kiss of death on pretty much any project that fell into its multiple facetted hands. Flying Circus trouble-shooting was carried out from the hip. Its recommended solution to most mining operational problems involved spending far more money than the relevant regional manager was willing or able to stand. 

The absence of a ha’porth of tar meant far more to the Flying Circus than did the existence of a sturdy ship.

The technical disciplines that went into the construction of a typical Flying Circus team (or perhaps “group” would be a more relevant word to collectively describe such a varied bunch of guys following entirely personal agendas and placing their best endeavours into undermining one another) were vested in the persons of a mining geologist, a mining engineer, a metallurgist, a processing engineer, an environmental engineer, an infrastructure man and an economist or finance man. 

A few other characters might also enlist themselves in a Flying Circus group, especially if the intended destination was an exotic location. When Rio de Janeiro was the port of call for example, the regional manager on the spot could always count on the arrival of a suitably extended Flying Circus group, with at least one member’s set of personalised luggage containing scuba diving equipment. 

On a Flying Circus visit to Whitehorse in the Yukon Territory of Canada in the late spring of a year, the group’s infrastructure expert stepped out of a taxi into a sidewalk snow bank that oddly enough no animal, whether four or two legged, had yet peed on, and he remarked, “Snow! It must get cold up here!”  

It was in Whitehorse that the real glory of the Flying Circus was best characterised. The visiting group, at least eight strong, was walking along in the vicinity of the Whitehorse River, close to a derelict stern-wheeler that had once graced the passage down to Dawson in Klondike gold rush days, but which was then marooned on the riverbank. A pickup truck, encrusted with salt derived from the winter sowing on the Yukon roads, approached the group. The driver gesticulated from the window open on his side. The group all waved back at him to offer him the warmth of its greetings as well. As the pickup sped by the driver shouted from the window “Go home, ya fucken tourists!” 

It was a moment that even Shakespeare could not have improved on.

The Company required all employees intending to travel internationally on its business to complete a requisition form for the trip and submit the form to the executive director designated to sign off and authorise the travel costs. Such requisitions were delivered to the no doubt eager executive director in ream-like sheaves, one pile for requisitioned intercontinental travel and another for journeys within Europe. 

The way the system worked was that the executive director assumed that anyone wanting to undertake intercontinental travel must have had a good reason to do so, otherwise he wouldn’t have filled out the form. 

Intercontinental travel requisitions were therefore signed off by the executive director without as much as being glanced at, other than for locating the dotted line on which his signature would be scrawled. 

Travel within Europe however was quite another matter. There was an enhanced executive awareness of the existence of fleshpots in European cities. European travel requisitions were therefore subject to intense scrutiny. The executive director knew something about reading between lines to seek out the underlying motivation for European business travel, perhaps through recalling either his former experiences in a lower ranking life or his current predilections.

It was the assigned economist who normally led any Flying Circus group. As a numbers man, such a leader didn’t need to have any technical understanding of exploration and mining at all, as he was equipped with all the skills to arrange the numbers to make a project look either good or bad, or both of the above at the same time. One or other of the Company’s executive directors would most likely have slipped the word to the designated leader on the nature of the preferred outcome to a Flying Circus evaluation. The final result might well hinge on that great imponderable as to whether or not the locally spoken language was English or Spanish. 

There were few members in any given Flying Circus group that were not concurrent members of one or more frequent flyer schemes run by certain of the world’s better known airlines. Accumulating a massive inventory of frequent flyer points was first and foremost the true beauty of air travel for most of them. 

Those entitled by virtue of rank (not to mention the pulling of a well-connected string here and there) to fly in the ostentatious setting of first class cabins were prepared to settle for no less than first class all the way. If ever first class seating was not available to them, well, they didn’t fly. It was as simple as that. They were first class people to the limit of their own personal satisfaction. Being fawned over in the air was their stock in trade. Hubris it was. They were caught up in life, liberty, and the pursuit of self-gratification. 

Bringing ingenuity to the design of an itinerary, and being blessed with a squared away associate in the Company’s travel department, the more experienced Flying Circus travellers were generally well able to follow preferred routes on their selected airlines in their cabin of appointed class, and never be forced to suffer the ultimate indignity of having to associate in flight with those members of the public who were actually reduced to paying their own fares.

The great unwashed mob destined to occupy the rear end of an aircraft was equally avoidable by members of the Flying Circus during transit stops in the confines of airports through the expediency of repairing to the hushed hallows of first class airline lounges. A wave of a boarding pass and a slapped down frequent flyer card, and the Flying Circus was in.

They strolled disdainfully past the trolley-garnished, static check-in lines of the common man. Not for them came the need to struggle with heavy luggage and hot frustration on the shore of a sea of unsuppressed tantrums. They could relax in a smarmy world of polished chrome fittings and garish furniture, partake of snacks and coffee of indifferent enough quality to make it a blessing that they were gratis, while basking in the gleam of fixed, full toothed smiles from a string of wary-eyed flight attendants.

The Flying Circus was at home with opulence, although since its members were not in their own homes when they travelled, they were easily able to overlook any necessity to be tidy. Magazines and newspapers were for slinging around and leaving wherever they fell, crumbs were for dropping on the floor and treading into the carpet, drinks were for spilling on upholstery, towels were for throwing in a sodden heap on hotel bathroom floors. This was first class! Someone would always be there to pick up after them, and if the menials didn’t like it, that was just too bad.

The most inventive traveller in the Company’s employ was a Senior Geophysicist of Polish extraction, whose declared lifetime ambition was to set foot in every country in the world at least once. He might typically route himself to Australia via the Azores, Namibia, Mauritius, the Seychelles, Sri Lanka, Singapore, Vietnam, and Indonesia. It would have been no surprise to find Fiji and Tahiti included in the same itinerary, but he probably held on to those cards pending a visit to Chile via Easter Island and Juan Fernandez. He never forgave me for making a business trip to Albania.

A senior executive whose main focus of interest lay in matters relating to the acquisition for the Company of properties underlain by the well-nigh unavoidable bauxite so beloved of MTM Division, was addicted to making comprehensive changes to his personal itineraries, commencing from the very moment that his first class ticket was delivered into his ever-willing first class hand. His penchant was for arranging to land himself in an airport so as to coincide his period of transit with that of one of his peers from a competitor company so as to arrange a meeting for as much as a couple of minutes. He might equally endeavour to meet up with a dignitary related, at least between coup d’états, to the government of a republic hot enough and wet enough to lay claim to both the ownership of bauxite resources and the extensive cultivation of bananas, although he wouldn’t rule out meeting anyone else that he could try to impress with just how pretentiously important he was. 

For the duration of his visit to any country in which the Company had set up an outpost, this worthy carried the twin guarantees of keeping at least two secretaries permanently busy on rearranging and then re-rearranging his forward journey, and of generating a telephone bill for the Company’s account offering no change from a thousand dollars or more.

That no regional manager was motivated to present the said senior executive with a first class kick up his first class ass said as much about the regional managers as it did about him.

Time spent in the air was what the Flying Circus craved. Time in flight reflected a great corporate dynamic. According to more than one regional manager the more time the Flying Circus could spend sitting in an aircraft at 35,000 feet, the less time they had available to them to inflict damage to projects on the ground.

Encapsulated in the First Class cabin, the members of the Flying Circus were the recipients of airline bounty wrapped in a routine of vainglorious behaviour. Elaborate menus dignified in-flight meals for which presentation counted for a lot more than palatability, and style strove against substance and lost out every time. 

That great professor of geology at Imperial College, H.H. Read, once wrote that there were “granites and granites”. In the golden realms of corporate first class travel, there were, to borrow from the professor, bullshitters and bullshitters. Some of the goodly Flying Circus members could bullshit better than others maybe, but the elite among the practitioners of the art were those who saw themselves as wine fanciers. 

When I was a small boy I overheard a story told by a customer in my village barber’s shop about a hillbilly who entered the lobby of the Waldorf Astoria hotel in New York, carrying a rifle and a bucket brim full of some form of shit. The hillbilly placed the noisome bucket on the lobby floor, aimed his rifle at the bucket and fired a shot into it. Officials ran to gather around him to demand an explanation for his conduct. “Well”, said the hillbilly, “I was told that if I wanted to get ahead in New York I had to come to the lobby of the Waldorf Astoria and shoot shit!” 

It was only when I came to acquire a seat on the fringe of a bunch of corporate and Flying Circus types discussing a wine list that I finally understood the punch line of that gag.

Airline slippers, toiletries and in-flight souvenirs were handed out to Flying Circus members by a rotating succession of cabin crews. The hallmark on the silver cup of international business traveller experience was stamped in accordance with the degree of indifference with which such largesse was received. It was unclear whether or not thanks from the receivers to the donors were necessary, as none were ever given.

The Flying Circus soared over wars, poverty, famine and natural disasters, taking the whole lot in its stride. That was all down there and they were all up here. They sat in comfort, waited on while they slugged vintage wines, watched movies that for the most part the word mediocre was coined to describe, and deluded themselves that this was all going to last forever. 

The downside was that their cosseted travel arrangements occasionally fell a little way short of what was desirable when the need to actually visit a project site became unavoidable. The first rule of visiting a project site was to eschew the kind of overnight stop in which the only view of the accustomed five stars was to be obtained through a hole in the bunkhouse roof.    

Projects and mining operations had an unfortunate tendency to be located in remote places, and as such could only be reached by virtue of a journey of some hours duration over a road that no matter how bad it may have seemed on the way in was going to feel a great deal worse on the way back. Unless that is, there was a nearby airstrip long enough to not only land a twin engine aircraft on, but much more importantly to allow the aircraft to take off again soon afterwards. 

Company safety regulations for its roving executives called for the availability of two engines on any light aircraft transporting them, with both a pilot and a co-pilot in the cockpit, one for each engine presumably.

The policy related to site visit reports was that they should be avoided in the first place, and if they couldn’t be avoided then as little as could be got away with should be written in them. The best way for the Flying Circus to get away with not writing a site visit report was not to visit the site. 

Certainly nothing should ever be written into a visit report that would do anything other than reflect credit on the Flying Circus to the total detriment of the regional manager as a first preference, followed in close succession by the project or mine operators on site to add the icing to the cake of disparagement. 

In any case when the Flying Circus was on site, both the regional manager and the mine operators could be mollified by being told exactly what it was that they wanted to hear. The brickbats could always be saved for insertion into the Flying Circus’s subsequent visit report, traditionally written on the far side of an advantageous barrier of great distance. 

And that, my boys, was a job well done!

But of course, it wasn’t.
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