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Arthur Marwick notes the affect the spread of the oil effect had on Northern communities:

The black fingers [of oil] spread further afield than the Grampian coastal towns of Aberdeen and
Peterhead. Docking facilities for tankers and construction yards for oil platforms were in demand. Of
course, the Highlands had long had hydro-electric schemes, aluminium works, a missile-base, a missile-
testing range, and an atomic energy station. Now they were well on their way to becoming a type of
region specially associated with late-twentieth century civilisation: wild, remote, beautiful, neglected,
with dotted here and there the advanced industrial-technological complexes which the inhabitants of more
developed, more populated, areas preferred not to have sited in their midst. However, one man’s
environmental poison is another man’s daily bread.

But also, one man’s fish is another man’s environmental disaster. International agreements on
the conservation of fish stocks badly hit Scottish fishermen (who formed nearly half of all fishermen in
Great Britain). The tragic story of the Scottish fishing industry highlights the point that the Highlands
were still basically in decline, despite the new technological marvels.

Arthur Marwick, British Society Since 1945

Disruption to older communities and local and regional ecologies. Others would later demand an
imagination which dramatised the hopes of prosperity raised and shattered, the testing and rejecting of
local and national political elites. But at a British political level — and one whose instabilities were
provoking repeated fictionalisations, this refused to arrive [...] Oil failed almost totally to surface in the
imaginative literature of Anglo-Britain [yet] some authors were vividly conscious of the implications of
the oil, particularly for politics, and nearly all of them were Scots.

The rigs and platforms occurred off a highly literary coastline, from the sagasteads of Shetland
and the place of Hugh MacDiarmid’s exile, south to the Orkney of Saint Magnus and Edwin Muir and the
Aberdeenshire of George MacDonald and Lewis Grassic Gibbon [...]

The Clearances were to become the metaphor for the destruction and dispossession wrought on Scotland

[...]

Political disfranchisement meant an absence in Scotland of the “politics as theatre’ novel, but it
encouraged this migration of political and economic themes into the metaphor or the fable, as in George
Mackay Brown’s Greenvoe (1972). As with his teacher Edwin Muir, the whale-backed Orkneys were an
Eden, and one which, unlike Muir, he never left. But now mechanism was moving in on them too.

Greenvoe was written evidently with Occidental’s Flotta terminal, or something like it, in mind. The
Orkney island of Hellya, whose quiet, co-operative life is celebrated in the early chapters, is taken over to
house a project called Black Star. Its people are dispersed, its houses, church and school bulldozed to
make way for tanks and piers and ‘installations’. Yet at the end, when Black Star is itself evacuated, the
islanders come back to act out the ceremony of the death and resurrection of the Harvest King.

Despite the social changes, the faith — which Mackay Brown shared with Muir — would persist,
as indeed would the interpretive sophistication of an intellect, not so much national as aware of the
complexity of Scottish identity, which could juggle with economics, ecology, and Frazer’s Golden Bough.
[...]

English novels about political and economic life in the late 1970’s — are portentous. A nation-shattering
crisis appears to be imminent. Scots writers, on the other hand, treated social change imaginatively and
even playfully. This may sound like a contradiction in terms, given the importance of the project. But
they realised that it was a very complex experience, at once local and international, worth treating
experimentally and using it as a means of focussing Scottish history. Thus, while the “oil thing’ itself was
local, occurring in specific basins of activity, it was incorporated into the national repertoire of
metaphors.

[...]

Oil had this sort of protean impact, and North Sea oil was crucial to the 'Thatcherite’ economy, but it was
unobtrusive, capital-intensive, implying no revolution in the labour force. It affected one remote part of
the United Kingdom, in a period when most of the population had edited remote areas, especially
troublesome ones such as Northern Ireland, out of their concerns. It was a large-scale construction and
extraction project, at a time when the British economy was tilting further towards the service sector. So its
impact was in a cultural sense, patchy. The Scots picked it up and wove it into their own complex national
revival, partly because this revival was itself intellectual and civic as much as political.

All above are selections from Christopher Harvie, ‘North Sea Oil and Scottish Culture’ in Susanne
Hagemann (ed), Studies in Scottish Fiction: 1945 to the Present (Frankfurt: Peter Lang, 1996)
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on schedule for the last five years. Now they could be used, and work proceeded
rapidly. By 1977, the eight-hundred-mile pipeline had been completed, some
parts of it suspended on stilts above the tundra, and the first oil had made the
journey from the North Slope to the shipping port at Valdez on Alaska’s southern
coast. By 1978 over a million barrels per day were flowing through the line.
Within a few years, the flow would be two million barrels per day, a quarter of
America’s total crude oil production.

In Mexico, after the fiery nationalization battle of the late 1930s, the oil in-
dustry had turned inward. No longer did Mexico strive to be one of the world’s
great exporters. Instead, Pemex, the national oil company and the embodiment
of Mexican nationalism, devoted itself to supplying the domestic market. Pemex
was also subject to a struggle for control between the government and the pow-
erful oil workers’ union, which happened, and not by coincidence, to be in the
unusual position of being one of the leading contractors to Pemex. For decades,
Pemex was a company under pressure. Its income was limited by the low do-
mestic prices. Its development program was directed by cautious engineers, who
were guided by a conservationist ethic based on the conviction that resources
should be husbanded for future generations. Pemex did relatively little to expand
its reserve base. While production rose, it could not keep up with the demands of
the rapid growth of the “Mexican economic miracle.” As a result, Mexico not
only ceased being an exporter but actually became a minor oil importer, though,
to save face, a good deal of effort went into disguising that fact when, for in-
stance, it hurriedly had to buy a cargo of Venezuelan crude from Shell.

In search of more oil, Pemex launched a deep-drilling exploration program
in the rolling savannahs in the southern state of Tabasco. In 1972, oil was struck
in what proved to be an extraordinary structure called Reforma. The highly pro-
ductive wells in the Reforma fields led to the region’s being dubbed “Little
Kuwait,” and discoveries there were soon followed by further very large discov-
eries in the adjacent offshore area, the Bay of Campeche.

It was becoming clear that Mexico possessed world-class oil reserves. In
1974, the country started, in a very small way, to sell petroleum abroad again,
though the export of oil was criticized by some as running against the tenets of
Mexican nationalism. While production was rising, the engineers in Pemex con-
tinued to be very cautious in their estimates of reserves through the last years of
the Presidency of the radical, nationalistic Luis Echeverria Alvarez. But matters
changed with the election of a new President, José L6pez Portillo, in 1976.
Lépez Portillo, who had been Echeverria’s Minister of Finance, inherited an
economic crisis that was Mexico’s worst since the Great Depression. The Mexi-

can economic miracle had run out of gas, the economy had stalled, the value of

the peso had collapsed, and the country was regarded as a poor risk by interna-

tional lenders. To make matters worse, the population was growing faster than
the economy-—one out of every two Mexicans was under the age of fifteen—and
40 percent of the workforce was either unemployed or underemployed. In the °

months before Lopez Portillo actually took over, conditions were so bad that
there were even rumors of a possible military coup.
The new oil was a godsend. So was the 1973 price shock, which made that

oil much more valuable. Lépez Portillo decided to put the new discoveries to:
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work as the central &Qﬁmnl: a new moosoamm,mqmzwm% He mm@mmnaa an old
friend, Jorge Diaz Serrano, as the head of Pemex. Unlike his mnmamowmmca. anen-
gineer whose specialty had been bridge construction, Diaz Serrano knew the oil
industry. He had become a millionaire supplying it with services, and he grasped
the potential that was now at hand. Oil would provide Mexico with its desper-
ately needed foreign earnings, if would remove the constraint of the balance of
payments on economic growth, it would provide the collateral for new interna-
tional borrowing, and it would put Mexico at the center of the new oil-based.in-
ternational economy. In short, it would be the engine of renewed growth.
President Lépez Portillo, however, offered a word of caution: “The capacity
for monetary digestion is like that of a human body. You can’t eat more than you
can digest or you become ill. It's the same way with the economy.” But Lépez -
Portillo’s actions spoke considerably louder than his words, and with quite a dif-
ferent accent. Investment, much of it borrowed from abroad, was poured into the
industry. The proving and expanding of reserves was pushed at a rapid rate; offi-
cially sanctioned rumors were floated of greatenand greater and still greater oil
potential. Production proceeded at a breakneck pace, even ahead of plan.. Daily
output rose from 500,000 barrels in 1972 to 830,000 barrels in 1976 to 1.9 mil-

- lion barrels in 1980—almost a fourfold increase in less than a decade.

Whereas Mexico had been a country to be ayoided by international lenders

 through 1976, it now became one of the most activé borrowers in the world.

“Why the Bankers Suddenly Love Mexico” was the title of an article in Fortune,
The reason, of course, was oil. “Every Tom, Dick, and. Harry in banking is

knocking on their door,” said the vice-chairman of Manufacturers Hanover

Trust. One Mexican official was even chosen “borrower of the year” in 1978 by
a New York financial newsletter. The title might well have been won by the
whole country. There seemed to be no restraint: The Mexjcan m%mEBmE was
borrowing from abroad, Pemex was borrowing, other state companies were bor-
rowing, private firms were borrowing, everyone was borrowing from abroad.
How much was being borrowed altogether? No one knew. But it didn’t seem to
matter. Mexico’s credit, lodged in oil, was good. Or so the bankers and their
Mexican counterparts thought. But one thing was certain: Mexico had become a
major new force in the world oil market, as it had not been since the 1920s, and
it would provide yet another significant alternative source of supply, undermin-
ing the OPEC Imperium.$

The North Sea: The Biggest Play of All .

m.on many centuries, fishermen had the North Sea to themselves, to catch the her-
ring that was Northern Europe’s biggest business in the Middle Ages, and then
more recently the haddock and cod. But by the middle 1970s, a new breed of
m.gmm_.n.. could be seen from a helicopter on the waters below: floating drilling
1igs, supply boats, platforms, pipe-laying barges—singly at first, and then in
such profusion, at times, as almost to crowd the sea. Here on the waters of the
North Sea, between Norway and Britain, was the biggest new play for the world
oil industry, and its single greatest concentration of capital investment and ef-
fort. No major company dared to be left out, and many new players were drawn
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in, ranging from industrial companies to staid Edinburgh investment trusts to
Lord Thomson, the newspaper tycoon, who owned the Times of London., He was
a partner of Armand Hammer. .

Ever since 1920, thousands of onshore wells had been anﬁaa by the hopeful
in Western Europe. The results had been distinctly disappointing; SE produc-
tion in the area never exceeded 250,000 barrels per day. The Suez crisis of Sum
gave a new boost to the search for secure oil and gas resources in Europe; and in
1959, at Groningen in Holland, Shell and Esso :ma. discovered a vast gas field,
the largest then known outside the USSR. Realizing that the mooHomx of Gm
Nosth Sea matched that of Holland, the oil companies began to explore in adja-
cent waters. In 1965, the same year that Britain and Norway formally .mmmmma on
how to divide the North Sea right down the middle between them, insofar as
mineral rights were concerned, major natural gas deposits were moEz.H inthe E-
atively shallow southern reaches of that sea; and platforms comparatively prim-
itive by future standards were built to exploit the gas. .moBo companies
continued exploring for oil, with, at best, what might be described as mild inter-
est, but hardly with eagerness.

Phillips Petroleum from Bartlesville, Oklahoma, was among them. Its inter- -

est had been piqued in 1962, when the company’s vice-chairman, ,SE@ onava-
cation in the Netherlands, had noticed a drilling derrick near Groningen. A‘.éo
years later, after the company’s senior executives spent an afternoon crawling
around and examining three hundred feet of seismic data unrolled on the com-
pany’s basketball court in Bartlesville, Phillips ama&wa to pursue an exploration
program. But half a decade later, in 1969, after a string of dry holes, Ew com-
pany was ready to call it quits. Including Phillips’s own efforts, some thirty-two
wells had been drilled on the Norwegian continental shelf, and not one of EWB
was commercial. And hole for hole, the North Sea was much more expensive
and much more difficult than anything else the company had ever tried. Hr.n
message from Bartlesville to Phillips’s managers in Norway was clear: “Don’t
drill any more wells.” .
But in the grand tradition that stretched back to Colonel Unamawm well in
Pennsylvania in 1859 and the first discovery in Persia in 1908, Phillips n.mEo-
tantly decided to give it one more go—but only because it had already paid for
the use of a rig, the Ocean Viking, and could not find anyone else who émﬁwa to
sublease it. Phillips would have to pay the daily charges whether the rig was
drilling or not. The weather was getting bad, and the seas were rough. At one
point, the rig broke off from its anchors and began to drift away @oB the bore
hole. On another night, it became so stormy that a capsize was likely m:m an
emergency evacuation of the rig was initiated at the first daylight. But the Qnmmz
Viking did the job; in November 1969, it made a major find on Block 2/4 in the
Ekofisk field, on the Norwegian side of the median line. That happened to be a
great moment for technology; American astronauts had just landed on ﬁ.:a moorn.
As the drilling superintendent on the Ocean Viking examined an mi sample
brought up from a depth of 10,000 feet beneath the seabed, he was quite amazed
by its appearance, which bespoke a very high quality. “What the astronauts have
done is great,” he said to the rig’s geologist, “but how about this?” He held up the
oil; it had a golden sheen, almost transparent, but definitely almost like gold.
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Phillips’s discovery set all the companies to re-evaluating their seismic data
and stepping up their activity. No longer would any orphan drilling rigs go beg-
ging for employment in the North Sea. Some months later, a senior Phillips ex-
ecutive was excitedly asked at a technical meeting in London what methods
Phillips had used to diagnose the geology of the field.

“Luck,” he replied.

Toward the end of 1970, British Petroleum announced the discovery of oil
in the Forties field, on the British side, one hundred miles northwest of Ekofisk.
It was a huge reservoir. A series of major strikes followed in 1971, including
Shell and Exxon’s discovery of the huge Brent field. The North Sea oil rush was
on. The 1973 oil crisis turned the rush into a roar.

Fortunately, a new generation of technology was either available or under
development that would allow production to proceed in the North Sea, a
province of the sort that the industry had never before attempted. The whole ven-
ture was risky and dangerous—physically and economically. Drilling rigs had to
be able to work through water depths much greater than anything tried hereto-

'~ fore, and then still drill another four miles under the séabed. And all the equip-

ment and workers had to cope with a nasty and vicious sea and some of the worst
-weather in the world. “There’s nothing quite as vile as the North Sea when she’s

- in a temper,” was the lament of one skipper. Not o\:,q Smm. ‘the weather bad, but it -
- could change three or four times a day; a sudden storm could brew up in hours;

waves of fifty feet and winds of seventy miles an hour were not uncommon. The

- permanent platforms through which the oil was pumped—really small-indus-

trial cities set on man-made islands—not only had to stand on mud, quicksand,

clay, and sand wave bottoms, but also had to be built to withstand the fury of a

I

100-year wave,” ninety feet high, as well as winds of 130 miles per hour.
Altogether, the development of the North Sea was one of the greatest invest-
ment projects in the world, made all the more expensive by rapidly inflating
costs. It was also a technological marvel of the first order. And it was carried out
in an amazingly expeditious manner. On June 18, 1975, the British Secretary of
State for Energy, Anthony Wedgwood Benn, turned a valve at a ceremony on an
oil tanker in the estuary of the River Thames. The first North Sea oil, from the
Argyll field, flowed ashore to a refinery. Publicly, Benn enthusiastically declared
that June 18 should from then on be a day of national celebration. mnaos\&ﬂu\.
however, he did not enjoy the inaugural event at all. Benn was a leader of the left
wing of the Labour party with a passion for nationalization and an inbred detes-
tation of capitalism, especially as it was represented by the oil industry, and was
extremely distrusting by nature. He sourly noted in his diary that he had been
forced to participate in the ceremony in the company of “a complete cross-

section of the international capitalist and British Tory establishrment” And

when he turned the valve, the oil “allegedly went on shore,” he added with great
suspicion.

Benn found a much greater outlet for his animosity toward oil companies,
for he was playing a leading role in Britain in replicating the traditional battle
between governments and oil companies. The North Sea reserves had been
proved and the risks greatly reduced; whereupon the British government had de-
cided that it, too, like many other governments, wanted a larger share of the
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rents, along with more control over its “destiny,” and perhaps outright national-
ization. “Oil companies can jump over national boundaries to save on taxes
more easily than a kangaroo pursued by a dingo can jump over a fence,” com-
plained Lord Balogh, Benn’s Minister of State. The result of the struggle was a
special tax on oil revenues and the establishment of a new state oil company,
British National Oil Corporation. It now held title to the government’s participa-
tion oil, reflecting the right to buy 51 percent of North Sea production, and was
meant to be the national champion. The British government’s push for more rev-
enues and more control of North Sea oil led the head of one company finally to
explode, “T don’t see any difference any more between those OPEC countries
and Britain.” A

In some ways, that same thought was on the mind of Harold Wilson,
Britain’s Prime Minister. He was sitting in a second-floor study at 10 Downing
Street, puffing on his pipe, in the summer of 1975, a few weeks after the celebra-
tion over the first barrels of North Sea oil. Wilson had already had one of the
longest-running tenures as Prime Minister. He had also made a major contribu-
tion to political theory with a line that deserved to be engraved on the wall of
every parliament and congress around the world: “In pelitics, a week is a.long
time.” Wilson had first come to power in 1964 with a promise to lead stagnant
Britain into the “white heat of the technological revolution,” but now, a decade
later, it was the technology of oil development, not computers and aerospace,
that seemed Britain’s best economic bet. That particular summer day, Wilson
was ruminating on how Britain’s oil production could grow from a trickle to per-
haps two and a half million barrels per day, transforming Britain’s economic
prospects and certainly affecting the balance of oil power in the world. He was
already thinking like the prime minister of an oil country. At the time the Ford
Administration was campaigning against higher oil prices. “We do have an in-
terest in seeing that the price of oil doesn’t fall too much,” Wilson said. “If
America wanted to really bring down the price, not many people here would
necessarily agree.”

There was a great irony in all this. Wilson was sitting in a room that had been
used by Anthony Eden two decades earlier, at the time when Eden struggled over
what to do about Suez, Nasser, nationalism, and the threats to Britain’s oil sup-
ply. So grave was the perceived threat in 1956 that Eden had decided to use mil-
itary force in the form of the aborted attack on the Canal Zone, which did so
much to end the historic European role in the Middle East—and, certainly,
Eden’s career. Wilson faced no such fate. In fact, he confessed an ambition that
might have shocked Eden. As leader of a newly emerging major oil power, Wil-
son genially said, he hoped he might be chairman of OPEC by 1980.”

“The Crunch”

One peculiar result of the price shock of 1973 was the rise of a new line of
work—oil price forecasting. Before 1973, it had not really been necessary. Price
changes had been measured in cents, not dollars, and for many years prices were
more-or-less flat. After 1973, however, forecasting blossomed. After all, oil
price movements were now decisive not only for the energy industries, but also
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for consumers, for a multitude of businesses from airlines to banks to agricul-
tural cooperatives, for national governments, and for the international economy.
Everybody now seemed to be in the forecasting business. Oil companies did it,
governments did it, central banks did it, international organizations did it, bro-
kerage houses and banks did it. Indeed, one might have been reminded of the
Cole Porter refrain: “Birds do it, bees do it, even educated fleas do it.”

This. particular kind of forecasting, like all economic forecasting, was as
much art as science. Judgments and assumptions governed the predictions.
Moreover, such forecasting was much affected by the “community” in which it
was done; thus, it was also a psychological and sociological phenomenon, re-
flecting the influences of peers.and the way individuals and groups groped for
certainty and mutual comfort in an uncertain world. The end result was often a
strong tendency toward consensus, even if the consensus completely changed its
tune every couple of years. _ )

Certainly, by 1978, such a consensus could be observed throughout the
community of oil forecasters and among those who made decisions based on
those forecasts: While Alaska, Mexico, and the Noith Sea would together add
six to seven million barrels per day to world markets by the early or mid-1980s,

those new sources were expected to serve only as a supplement and a sort of

modern-day Fabius, holding off and postponing, but not decisively banishing
the inevitable day of shortage and reckoning. For, most forecasters agreed, an-
other oil crisis was highly probable a decade or so hence, in the second half of
the 1980s, when demand would once again be at the very edge of available sup-
ply. The result, in popular parlance, was likely to be an “energy gap,” a shortage.
In economic terms, any such imbalance would be resolved by another major
price increase, a second oil shock, as had happened in the-early 1970s. Though

_ variations were to be found among the forecasts, there was considerable una-

nimity on the central themes, whether the source was the major oil companies,
the CIA, Western governments, international agencies, distinguished indepen-
dent experts, or OPEC itself. Not only were the forecasters convinced, so were
the decision makers who relied on the forecasts to make their policies and in-
vestments and choose their course of action. .

The single most important assumption underlying this common view was

the belief in the “Iron Law”—that is, that there was an inevitably and in-
eseapably close relationship between economic growth rates and the growth
rates for energy and oil use. If the economy grew at 3 or 4 percent a year, as was
generally presumed, oil demand would also grow by 3 or 4 percent a year, An-

.other way of putting it was that income was the main determinant of energy and

oil consumption. And the facts, as measured in 1976, 1977, and 1978, seemed to
bear out this assessment. Economic growth in the industrial world had re-
bounded from the deep recession and averaged 4.2 percent in those three years;
oil demand had grown at an average rate of about 4 percent. The picture of the
future world that thus emerged was a projection of the then-current circum-
stances: Growing economies would continue to call upon growing volumes of
oil. Economic progress in developing countries would add to the demand. The
future effects of conservation were discounted. The stage would be set for a rep-
etition of 1973.
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