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If you would like to add stories to the Doodlebugger Diary, send them to: Scott Singleton at scott.singleton@comcast.net  
or mail them to Box 441449, Houston, TX 77244-1449

Doodlebugger Diary
Portable Party 55 Discovers Challenging Terrain 
in Pakistan   
By Tom Doherty, Western Geophysical, 1979; Photos by Raul Martinez, Western 
Geophysical, 1979; originally published in the 1979 Summer Western Profile
Recounted by Scott Singleton

The Doodlebugger Diary recounts the experiences 
of geophysicists during their working lives. I’ve 
published extensively on my own experiences 
and encourage those of you with experiences of 
your own to also contribute. Your fellow industry 
professionals would love to hear your stories.

Last fall I started reprinting a series of early 
1980’s articles from the GSI Shotpoints that can 
be found at http://gsinet.us/. In March I shifted to 
reprints of archived Western Geophysical Profile 
articles. These can be found at https://seg.org/
Publications/Journals/Western-Profile. 

Prolog by Scott Singleton 

Oil production in Pakistan was restricted to 
the Potwar Basin in the Punjab Province (south 
of Islamabad, Figure 1) from the early to mid-
twentieth century1. Although production continues 
in the prolific Punjab Basin, Union Texas Pakistan 
discovered the first oil field in the Sindh Province 
(the region around and north of Hyderabad, 
Figure 1) in 1981. By 1998, production from 
the Sindh Province exceeded that of the historic 
Punjab Province oil fields. Currently, 50% of the oil 
production in Pakistan is produced from the Badin 
District in the Sindh Province2.

And with that as a contextual reference, we turn to 
the story of our intrepid doodlebuggers in 1978:

Party 55 forms and perseveres

SOMEWHERE, high up in the Himalayas of 
central Asia, melting snows and glaciers give 
birth to one of the mightiest waterways in the 
world, the Indus River. Several thousand miles 
southward, in the Sindh Province of Pakistan, 
these waterways breathe life into the dry, arid soil 

of the Thar Desert (Figure 1) and, with the help 
of dredging and canal building, yield hundreds 
of square miles of rich, fertile, green farmland. 
Hence, there is a checkerboard pattern of canals 
enclosing periodically-flooded fields of rice and 
sugar cane. This “checkerboard” is populated by a 

Doodlebugger continued on page 41.

Figure 1: Physiographic map of Pakistan, CIA 
publications library (https://www.cia.gov/
library/publications/resources/cia-maps-
publications/Pakistan.html) with modifications 

to show Badin (red circled area in south).
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host of species of wildlife and, of course, man, all 
attracted by the life-giving waters of the Indus River 
and the rich soil nutrients that it carries down from  
higher ground. 

This peaceful, picturesque, almost utopian 
landscape, however, caught the inquisitive eye 

of oil searchers, who consequently instigated 
exploration proceedings. Hence, enter Western 
Geophysical Company’s Party V-25, who vibrated 
their way down the blacktops, canal banks, 
and any other land that could handle the width 
and weight of a vibrator and was accessible. 
Subsequent promising geophysical results led to 
a need for more detailed seismic work; so the 
portable explosive crew Party 55 was conceived 
and, in May 1978, was born. 

The terrain in question basically consists of snake 
infested swamps punctuated by islands of dry 
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Figure 2: Portable Party 55’s drill crews are spaced along a line near Badin, Pakistan, as the bullocks 
wait patiently for all to finish.

Doodlebugger continued on page 42

Figure 3: Portable crew Party 55 has set up its 
recording tent next to a prospect near Badin, 

Pakistan, in a relatively accessible area. 
Figure 4: One of Party 55’s Pakistani drill crews 

does just that – drill.
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lands. Since the easier and more negotiable areas 
previously had been vibrated, ways and means of 
drilling, cable-laying, and general seismic data 
acquisition had to be formulated in-between. 

The personnel who were cajoled, hoodwinked, or 
shanghaied into Party 55 were blissfully unaware 
of what they were letting themselves in for  
when they moved into a shell of a house that had 
been leased in the town of Badin 

(Figure 1). Since some of the crew were present 
before the arrival of the necessary equipment, 
their time was spent in domestic tasks, such 
as installation of electricity, plumbing, and the  
general trappings of a civilian existence. These 
unfortunate “lemmings” included Party Manager 
D. M. (Mike) O’Brien, from Tunisia; Assistant 
Party Manager Tom Simmons, from Kansas; Junior 
Observer Raul Martinez, from Kuwait; Observer 
Tom Doherty, from Denmark; Drillers Graham 
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Doodlebugger continued on page 43

Figure 5: Observer and Profile Reporter Tom 
Doherty is hard at work in Party SS’s recording 
tent. That it is hot in Pakistan is attested to  
by the small fan that Tom has placed directly in 

front of him. 

Figure 6: Portable Party 55 is letting no 
obstacles stand in its way while the crew lays 
cable down the line in Pakistan, not even a  

wide canal.

Figure 7: This Party 55 field camp moves along the line in Pakistan.
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Coppin, from London, and Eric Taylor, from Texas; 
and a whole string of mechanics. 

The eventual arrival of the equipment brought 
blessed relief to these men from enforced captivity 
in the Pakistani hinterland and also to the 200-or-so 
members of a portable labor force who had been 
bused down 1,000 miles from the north (by virtue 
of their previous seismic experience) and who were 
“chomping at the bit” for some work to do. 

Immediately after the arrival of the equipment, 
three days of instrument tests were made in 

order to hammer out the shooting parameters for 
the prospect. Then at last, like a sleeping giant, 
Party 55 arose from its slumber and (slowly at 
first) began to grind its way across the sun baked, 
canal-meshed fields of southeast Pakistan. Problems 
were solved on a trial-and-error basis; and 
eventual modifications led to a general increase in 
efficiency, including, ironically, the replacement of 
man, not by computer but by ox-carts, of all things, 
the inherent mode of transportation and haulage 
in the area. 

Several weeks later and also the time of arrival 
of Surveyor Willie Stebelski, from Abu Dhabi, 
the onset of the annual monsoon stretched the  
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Figure 9: Portable Party 55’s bullock carts move 
slowly down a canal bank in Pakistan.

Figure 8: Party 55 is unloading geophones and 
cables from a buggy in Pakistan. Rarely does 
the crew have the luxury of being able to use 
vehicles in such difficult terrain as this prospect 

in which it is currently working.

Figure 11: The cook tent in Party 55’s field camp 
is never empty.

Figure 10: Many of portable crew Party 55’s 
vehicles can get to the line in Pakistan with just 
a little help from the crew. Here, the help for this 
water truck comes in the form of a quickly-built 

bridge. 
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resilience of both man and machine, when 
even getting to work became a definite case of 
“Inshallah” (God willing). During this two-month 
period innumerable man-hours were employed 
in the use of such refined implements as shovels, 
jacks, and towropes as the torrential rains and 
resulting quagmire served to entrench all of the 
modes of transport, including the ox carts. Frequent, 
long power cuts (days sometimes) and general 
chaos in the local area led to a lifestyle of damp, 
depressing days and cold, candlelit nights and, 
consequently, break schedules and “sits vac” (help 
wanted) columns became areas of keen interest to  
crew members. 

The eventual “dry out” became a period of 
repair and renovation; and a complete overhaul 
of virtually all of the equipment was undertaken, 
with the considerable brunt being borne by 
Mechanics Brian Mayne and Armando Arellano. 
Slowly but surely, Party 55 slipped into higher 
gear (it never actually stopped) and has been 
rolling along ever since. Much of the terrain is 
permanently waterlogged, so that in effect the 
dry out meant only that we could actually reach  

the lines dry but were doomed to continue our “mud 
lark” existence upon arrival. 

Despite a constant flux in personnel, Party 55 has 
managed to maintain its cosmopolitan, youthful 
character (with average crew age in the young 
20’s) and, using Bangkok, Thailand, as the local 
‘’watering hole” or “pressure-release valve,” now 
seems to be reasonably stable. The crew whose 
only original notable trait was that of being “wet 
behind the ears” certainly has earned its spurs; 
so we continue to rationally convince 200 grown 
men to spend their work time wading through chest-
deep, snake-infested, rancid mud and then to splash 
along in there with them. Yet with a hard-working, 
industrious labor force, coupled with a liberal dose 
of patience, a sense of humor, and a streak of 
masochism, Party 55 looks as if it is going to grind 
along for quite some time.

1 Exploration History of Pakistan, Pakistan Association of Petroleum 
Geoscientists (http://www.papg.org.pk/ehis.asp), accessed on 2/13/20.

2 Badin District, Wikipedia (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Badin_District), 
accessed on 2/13/20. □
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Announcing 

 
 

Starting in May, The Geophysical Society of Houston will host a monthly 
movie in the GSH journal 

We’ll start with GSI vintage videos of the 1980s * 

GSH MOVIE TIME 

* GSI vintage videos courtesy of Schlumberger – WesternGeco
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