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We’ll meet again
We asked members about any ameliorating or serendipitous or
redeeming feature or experience they may have had or observed (or
looked forward to) during the Covid-19 pandemic and the lockdown
and its aftermath. Here are edited versions of responses received.

Terry Hookway
Keep calm. We are surrounded by so
much information, some of it
contradictory, which can easily stoke
fear. Be careful who we listen to!
Keep caring. We all have had to make
sacrifices and this has led to an
amazing growth in caring and looking
out for others. Let’s all keep this up!
Keep considerate.
As we begin to take advantage of our
new freedoms, we still need to be
considerate of other people, especially
those who, for various reasons, are still
having to take extra care. And keep
obeying the government, Public Health
England advice; the last thing any of us
want is to trigger a second wave of this
virus. It is still out there! It is wonderful
that so many have been able to keep in
touch via technology and is even more
special when we are able to meet
people in real life, even though socially
distancing!
One day we will all meet up again

for real but in the meantime keep safe
and well.
(Based on a message to fellow
members of U3A from his wife, Sue.)

Geoff Crowther
Being in lockdown for weeks on end
has allowed more time to finish the
clock I started making last September.
The design is of a mantlepiece sized
clock with a skeleton frame allowing the
inner workings to
be viewed - see
photo. This has
taken many
hundreds of
hours of very
intricate work. In
total the clock
has almost 200
parts, all carefully
machined from
lumps of metal,
polished and
assembled. I am

“There was a young
poet from the Gap”
John Gray won the chairman’s
lockdown limerick competition and
£10 for this entry:
A Probus Club Chairman called
Preston,
With a struggle, one day, put his
vest on;
Said he, with a sigh,
"I was a thin guy,
'Til this Covid lockdown put the
rest on!"
Both runner-up prizes (and £5
each) went to Tim Cox.

not sure if it is a silver lining but it does
have a silver dial.

Rhys Hamilton
During the planned rationalisation of
my bookshelves, which took a mere six
months, due to the huge pressures of
not being able to go out much, I
chanced upon an Oxford Library of
Words and Phrases. As usual I stopped
sorting and started reading. There were
a few entries which struck home. One
Silver linings Page 2 

MYSTERY member
number four may be
likened to an iceberg:
cool and with
nine-tenths of his
erudition concealed
behind a self-effacing
exterior.
His hidden talents are “so well
hidden”, he claims, that he cannot
locate them.
In truth he is warm and welcoming; and
his talents are not hard to find. He is at
ease discussing science but is equally at
home with economics and the performing
arts, a statement that requires
qualification only by the addition of
“some” before each faculty.
Thus, with only slight prompting, he
can extemporise in scholarly terms about
Shakespeare’s “Kings”, works of
classical music and the history of several
national and provincial theatre
companies. His recital of metallic
elements in the platinum group of the
periodic table is worthy of comparison
with Tom Lehrer!
His blend of knowledge and experience
of these branches of study tends to
confound the 1950s CP Snow thesis that
science and the humanities are “separate
cultures” and that “this division is a
major handicap to both in solving the
world’s problems”.
He does have sympathy with Snow,
however, having found on entering the
arts area of academia that it required
“significant adjustment”. He still has
trouble “accepting arts culture theories
based on idealism that has no relationship
with reality”, concluding that “the two
cultures still have some way to go to
come together”.
Our mystery member comes from a
musical family, with both parents playing
piano, but professes no musical talent of
his own, beyond deep appreciation of the
talents of others, not least his wife, an
amateur pianist as well as professional
 Silver linings from page 1
was, “Believe nothing of what you hear
and only half of what you see”! I felt
this encapsulated my attitude to the
British media over the time of the
pandemic. First they find an
“expert” (they have crawled out of the
woodwork, haven’t they?), preferably
an embittered one. Allow him or her to
rant about the incompetence and
naïvety of the government. What one

virologist.
In a long career, not yet over, our
mystery member has divided his time
neatly between business and academia.
His business background has endowed
him with intimate recollections of
Victorian-style management practices in
Hatton Garden, his cultural pursuits with
in-depth knowledge of the old and new
opera houses in Covent Garden. Other
London attachments have included
academic roles in engineering and
business management at two of its
universities and pro bono research for a
third.
He mentors newly arrived students
from overseas, helping ensure their
postgraduate research proposals are
viable and realistic. Some are from
authoritarian countries in the Far East,
particularly China. He helps these adjust
to a culture of interaction and the cut and
thrust of debate; to express personal
opinions and challenge authority. This is
intrinsic to university life in the UK but
may be unfamiliar, even dangerous if
practised back home.
His unfulfilled ambitions include
completing his “current, ever expanding”
research into the management and
funding of UK dance companies. Living
fit and healthy beyond ninety is another,
“the former probably dependent on the
latter”, he adds pointedly.
Slipping briefly into Rumsfeldian
prose, our mystery member believes “the
follies which a man regrets most are
having missed the opportunity to
misbehave when he had the opportunity
to misbehave”.
If he has a personal regret it’s having
been over-reticent to push his career, a
point underlined by his hesitation to style
himself, Doctor, a title earned for
youthful research into the manufacture of
potassium permanganate. After this and a
master’s degree in management studies,
integrated with a glistering career in the
technology of precious metals, our
never hears is sensible, clear
alternative plans as to how to deal with
the never before encountered daily
dilemmas that any government would
face. Twenty-twenty hindsight is the
order of the day. One could add from
Holinshed 1577: “It is easier to pull
down than to build up”. Needless to
say, I have kept the book. Are there any
other proverbs that strike home to
Probus members?
More page 4 

mystery member still feels he “should
have been more ambitious”.
He takes a keen interest in (and some
responsibility for) the local environment
and his active contribution to local
governance has earned him the right to
forthright opinions. He’s relieved the
“economically illiterate” Goring hydro
did not get off the ground.
With family in Canada, Australia,
France, Germany, Spain, and the USA
he’s travelled widely. And, with not the
slightest hint of one-upmanship, says his
most surprising travel experience was to
find albatrosses and rock-hopper
penguins co-habiting in Antarctica.
Outstanding personal achievements
include completing the Lyke Wake
Walk: 47 miles in 17 hours across the
North Yorkshire moors; and “finding a
woman willing to stay married to me for
30-plus years”.
His first thought on desert islands was
to avoid them. Pressed, he found it hard
to decide on a treasured disc, between the
piano works of Sans-Saëns and
Shostakovich, but settled on the latter.
He evidently has no intention of being
alone on the island, his luxuries being a
good broadband connection and a piano
and painting set for his wife. His
preferred book is Shakespeare’s Richard
III, a character who was “more fun than
Richard II and a classic villain who
enjoyed being one”.
Our mystery member embraces the
separate cultures of sciences and
humanities with ease. He’s made no
secret of having discovered his preferred
art form at the unusually young age of
13. From this you might expect him to
feel more at home with “Billy Elliott”
than with “Billy” Shakespeare.
Who is he?

Look for the answer in the next Probity
Mystery
member 3:

Philip
Mitchell
(of course)

XEDSXWORD No. 4
The Compiler will pay £10 to the charity of choice
of the sender of the first all-correct solution drawn
out of the hat
Closing date 30 September

N.B. Send your entries to John Gray,

Name(s) ……………………………………………………..
Charity ………………………………………...…………....

john@thegrays.myzen.co.uk
or
13 Holmlea Road

Solution to XEDSXWORD No. 3
Congratulations to the winner :
Pat Jackson

Across
1. "Becomes user", as the customer misheard the tailor.
(5,3,3)
10. A Northerner tax, of course. (5)
11. It suffices if siestas are taken abroad. (9)
12. Registration of bakers heard in hospital dept. (9)
13. Stone-built terrier? (5)
14. Stinks masked, however good our sense of smell. (6)
16. Sound confirmed cinema info was genuine. (8)
18. Graceful and stylish? Show leg in dance with new
leader! (8)
20. Lashes out in aggravation. (6)
23. He's very good, and is disturbed at sin! (5)

Down
2. Painful outcome from dirty money? (5)
3. Ultra sex appeal deployed - in name only! (7)
4. Positive guys, creeps. (3,3)
5. Nameless commoner? (8)
6. Are arthropods found in factions? (7)
7. Tailored like a ruler. (4,2,7)
8. Al fresco display by hirsute Eastender. (8)
9. Annoys laddies in other ways than now.
(2,2,5,4)
15. Using bidet, one doing as one's told! (8)
17. Make known it's current and pleasantly old
fashioned. (8)

24. Female relative pined about plain finish (9)
26. Make haphazard sounds about squint? 9)
27. Bitter request in Scottish pubs. (5)
28. Do comedians draw scripts from these? (6,5)

19. Toil with skill, producing design. (7)
21. Heard a paper hanky's needed! (7)
22. Small fruit referred to in Oratory. (6)
25. Trace musical number. (5)

Don’t miss Alasdair Milne on “Battleships — how we made them” ZOOM talk on 14 October

North Sea decommissioning

The OSPAR convention, agreed in the
1990s following intense debate over the
In July John Turner gave us the first
Brent Spar, requires a “clean sea bed”
live Zoom presentation of the year. It
policy for the North Sea. Over the next
was fact-packed and attended by 27
10 years some 1,630 UK wells and
tech-savvy members.
6,000km of pipelines are expected to be
The North Sea is now a mature oil
decommissioned as well as about 12
“province” and many of the facilities are platforms a year. HMG is expected to
approaching the end of their life, John
contribute some £24 billion to the cost of
explained. New companies, with lower
decommissioning these facilities.
overhead costs, have been attracted to
Norway, Denmark and the Netherlands
take over some of the facilities to extend also anticipate extensive
the life of “producing assets”. But the oil decommissioning over this period.
majors have had to find billions of
The North Sea is projected to account
pounds for the task of decommissioning; for 43 per cent of world-wide spending
expenditure at a time when the assets
on oil and gas decommissioning. The
themselves produce no revenue. The
scale of this confers technological and
government has helped by creating
financial advantages on the UK. Our
“decommissioning relief deeds” which
performance standards are leading the
ensure that its share of costs can be
way and many other countries are
passed on to new owners.
following them. The skills the industry
The good news is that, as investment has acquired put the UK in a favourable
in new facilities is in decline,
position to tackle emerging global market
decommissioning work has helped
opportunities.
create a new market segment for the
We heard that HM Treasury collected
oil and gas industry and its supply
£334bn in tax and royalty payments from
chain – and a valuable export
North Sea operations from the 1970s to
opportunity for the UK.
2019. Many people believe that in the
1970s and 80s North Sea operations
John showed an industry forecast of
“saved the UK economy”.
projected decommissioning expenditure
John’s talk covered various aspects of
and compared it with other North Sea
decommissioning, including the wells,
spending. While recently
decommissioning has been only about 10 topsides, substructures, pipelines and
per cent of the UK total, this is projected subsea equipment. Some challenges were
to continue at a steady £1.5 billion a year described in detail, such as removing
mud and rocks from inside piles to allow
over the next 10 Years.

them to be cut below the seabed.
He said that decommissioning some
larger facilities in the late 1990s required
several heavy lifts because of their design
and the lack of a crane big enough to lift
the entire topsides in one go. This also
involved lots of preparatory offshore man
-hours, with associated risks and costs.
The industry responded to this
challenge and in 2016 the Swiss Allseas
group commissioned their twin-hulled
Pioneering Spirit. This increased lift
capacity from 12,000 to 45,000 tonnes,
enough for the largest topsides.
John illustrated his talk by reference to
two spectacular films. The first described
the 2019 removal of the Bravo topsides
from the Brent field, north-east of
Shetland to Hartlepool, where 98 per cent
of it would be recycled. The entire 25,000
tonnes topsides were lifted in nine
seconds by Pioneering Spirit. GPS was
used to enable the ship, which was
moving under the influence of waves,
wind and tides, to be positioned within
500mm and to connect to the rig using
heave- and motion-compensated
hydraulic lifting arms. The second film
covered engineering challenges faced
when the Lima platform, was
decommissioned from the Indefatigable
gas field, 70 miles off the Norfolk coast.
At 1350 tonnes the topsides were
removed using the Stanislav Yudin crane
vessel and towed on a barge to Swan
Hunter on Tyneside for recycling. 
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These have become ubiquitous, as
PPE, protecting front line health
and care workers. No news story
about intensive care, virus testing
or vaccine development would be
complete without pictures showing
the benefits of plastics, in the form
of aprons, masks, surgical gloves,
PVC catheters and oxygen tubes,
hypodermic syringes and specimen
jars, among other items. It’s
become fashionable to knock “big
pharma”. But the pandemic has
highlighted the capacity of these
firms to meet world needs by
scaling up R&D and production of
vaccines and drugs. More
mundanely, single-trip plastic bags
have been reprieved as the safest
and most durable packaging for
grocery deliveries. Then there is
the humble Perspex plastic sheet,
given a new lease of life as saviour
of counter assistants everywhere.

short foray into the garden became
a daily ritual and many deferred
Andy Richards
jobs became mandatory.
Fortunately, daylight increased to
Rather than rushing about more
keep
us on track. The garden has
widely as we all did before, being
locked down, with “enforced” time now become a wonderful haven of
peace and beauty. Birds, bees,
to admire our surroundings,
reminded me not only of how lucky bats and butterflies abound.
Flowers are blooming, vegetables
we are but also that “The best
growing and we are pleased that
things in life are free”! They
included the magnificent blooms of we had the time to accomplish so
poppies, more “wild” orchids in our much.
garden than ever seen there
John Boler
before, the ever changing river
scenery and the silver light of a full I welcome the renaissance of home
made bread but my main silver
moon shining into my bedroom.
lining is the rehabilitation of
Preston Bemis
chemical products. I mean
Parkinson’s Law tells us that work chlorine, the active ingredient of
expands to fill the time allotted for most domestic bleach, vilified by
Greenpeace for the past forty
it. Thinking we would enjoy some
relaxing days during self-isolation, years; alcohol spray, anti-bacterial
with no pressing social functions to gel, Dettol and other biocides and,
of course, “single-use plastics”.
concern us, proved a fallacy. A

