
Crude Britannia

‘A truly remarkable book of deep scholarship and great eloquence. The authors 
offer a unique insight into Britain’s role and experiences in an oil-addicted world. 
Their book is both very human and almost brutally clinical in its portrayal of the 
toxic legacy of “carboniferous capitalism” to future generations.’

—Herbert Girardet, executive committee member, Club of Rome

‘A vivid, compelling and very human account of how big oil has infiltrated our 
lives, the people it’s enriched and those it’s abandoned, and the commitment of 
those determined to see its end.’

—Caroline Lucas MP

‘Superbly illustrates how the UK’s toxic relationship with oil has defined our 
politics, our lives, and our culture. An engrossing read.’

—Jon King, Gang of Four

‘The authors have taken a subject often given arid treatment and turned it into 
the stuff of our lives. In a book dripping with delicious detail, they show how oil 
affects so much of today’s Britain.’

—Aditya Chakrabortty, Senior Economics Commentator, Guardian

‘Tells you all you need to know about oil’s part in the industrialisation and 
deindustrialisation of Britain – how lives were built, how they were destroyed and 
how we now need to urgently build a green, just and sustainable economy.’

—Rebecca Long-Bailey MP 



‘A compelling read of post-war Britain’s inconvenient histories – the manipula-
tion, corporate smash and grab, and the boom and bust of an oil economy. Picking 
over the bitter aftermath, Marriott and Macalister take on the roles of sleuth, 
archaeologist, and witness to tell a story of oil, money and politics which changed 
millions of people’s lives.’

—Madeleine Bunting, writer

‘A marvellously rich account of how the oil industry has come to shape contem-
porary Britain, and how, as now an arm of international finance, it continues to 
influence government policy and policy makers even as its future looks increas-
ingly uncertain.’

—David Beetham, Emeritus Professor of Politics, Leeds University

‘A poignant and wonderfully crafted journey that connects the oil industries and 
global capitalism with local stories, carrying the reader gently towards holding the 
context of the world that we live in and the many hidden stories and gems that 
have brought us to this moment. The authors are thoughtful and conscientious 
storytellers guiding us through this journey.’

—Farzana Khan, writer and Executive Director of Healing Justice London 

‘A vivid and revealing portrait of how oil has shaped British society. Through a 
kaleidoscope of events and places, Marriott and Macalister introduce us to some of 
the landscapes and companies that created British “petro-culture” and the people 
now challenging it. Told with passion and wit, Crude Britannia is a brilliantly 
original account of oil’s lasting national imprint. At a moment of transformation, 
with the oil sector arguably at its most precarious for some time, it shows how we 
got here and how change may come.’

—Professor Gavin Bridge, Durham University

‘As a former oil geologist who worked offshore during the heyday of the North Sea 
oil boom, I was transported back to those times. This book beautifully captures 
the mood and spirit of the time, and with a forensic approach it unravels the 
various political and financial events that took place between the UK government 
and the oil companies.’

—Tim Fairs (former oil geologist), BSc MSc CGeol FGS
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Prologue
The Last Living Rose 

Goddamn Europeans!
Take me back to beautiful England
And the grey, damp filthiness of ages,
And battered books and
Fog rolling down behind the mountains,
On the graveyards, and dead sea-captains.
Let me walk through the stinking alleys
To the music of drunken beatings,
Past the Thames River, glistening like gold
Hastily sold for nothing.

—PJ Harvey, ‘The Last Living Rose’, 2011

First we visit the ruins. We follow the Manorway down through 
Corringham towards the river’s edge. This road was once busy with 
petrol tankers. Those that were laden ground up the hill, those that 
were empty passed them as they rushed towards the refinery to refill. 
It was a constant back and forth. Bees coming and going from the hive, 
day and night, ceaselessly. Now the road is almost empty of traffic.

As we drive from the ridge the estuary is laid out before us; fields, 
scraps of marshland and beyond, the wide brown Thames merging 
with the sea. The tide is far out and there are few vessels in the shipping 
channel. The Kent hills to the south are sleepy grey forms.

Between the 1940s and the 2000s the mouth of the Thames, 50 
miles east of London, was Britain’s major zone for oil refineries 
and gas importation docks – similar to the Elbe near Hamburg or 
the Rhine at Rotterdam. In the late 1960s around 15,000 men and 
women were employed running three refineries, working on building 
three more and operating a couple of gas plants. Storage tanks and 
chimneys dominated sections of the horizon. The flares and lights of 
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the plants punctured the night sky. Oil companies built towns and 
villages, housing the families who moved in from across the country. 

The refineries dominated the life of the region. Workers at Coryton 
joined the Pegasus Club, its clubhouse an archetypal 1960s building up 
on the ridge above. The club had ‘sections’ each devoted to a different 
activity: there were sections for swimming, Sunday football, bowls, 
tennis, sailing, golf, cricket, hockey, badminton, drama, film making, 
camping, karting, rifle shooting, horticulture, angling and carnivals. 

The shipping channel was busy with tugs and pilot boats nipping 
between tankers carrying crude from the Middle East and smaller 
bunker barges delivering petrol or diesel to depots up river or up the 
coast. The sky was hung with plumes of smoke from chimneys and 
power stations. Now, after two generations, this industry has almost 
gone. The last refinery closed in 2012. 

We park some distance from the gates of the old Coryton Refinery, 
hoping that there will be a delay before the inevitable visit from the 
site security guards. To our left is a wide plain of pale brown concrete. 
Acres of foundations for storage tanks and cracking towers, pipework 
and buildings. In the middle distance there’s a set of hills formed of 
rubble and dust, on its ridgeback a JCB digger lumbers along. Soaring 
above it all is a solitary chimney, a sandy-coloured tube rising 300 feet 
into the air topped by a ring of black paint and a tiny handrail. The 
view of the estuary from up there must be extraordinary. Near its base 
the chimney has gaping holes where the steel flues that fed it with 
fumes have been ripped away. This machine has been dismembered.

Apart from the distant rumble of lorries and the ‘beep beep’ of 
reversing trucks involved in demolition work, it is surprisingly quiet. 
A robin sings powerfully from the bare branches of a cherry tree that 
must have been planted to bring a touch of colour to the avenue that 
led into this great industrial facility. It seems as though the nature of 
the marshes is reasserting itself after a century-long interlude. 

Above a gatehouse at the entrance to the site flaps a shredded Union 
Jack. There’s clearly someone in the building but they don’t bother to 
come out, so we walk across the parking lot towards an office block 
with ‘Thames Enterprise Park’ emblazoned on its side. It is relatively 
new but there’s a rusted heavy chain and padlock around the door 
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handles. We peer into a hallway littered with the detritus of clothing 
and indecipherable corporate leaflets.

Eventually a man approaches us in a hi-viz waistcoat emblazoned 
with a company logo. He’s thickset and in his fifties with black stubble 
on his chin and black work boots. Contrary to expectations he’s not 
really bothered by our presence. We stand beside him for a while, 
gazing over the car park and the men and machines who are painstak-
ingly destroying one of the old administrative buildings. 

‘I’ve been here 15 years. A security guard for BP, for Petroplus, for 
Vopak, for Thames Oil, for Thames Enterprise, and now back to 
Thames Oil’, he says. The refinery went through many changes of 
ownership in its 60-year life. It was built by Socony-Vacuum which 
evolved into Mobil, who later sold the plant to BP. We survey the 
almost empty car park.

‘This place used to be full with people coming on and off shift. 
There were 800 staff here when Petroplus closed it in 2012, and loads 
of contractors’, he tells us. Among the vehicles on the tarmac are a 
number of minibuses. ‘Bringing guys who are working for Brown & 
Mason, the demolition company. Mainly they are blokes from the 
North of England … They left the big chimney as a historic monument 
and blew up the other three.’ There’s no sense of bitterness in his 
voice, just resignation. The scale of the deconstruction of this place 
is dizzying. The plant closed over five years ago. Since then hundreds 
have laboured to level the site and still the work is not completed. It 
will have taken longer to pull this machine apart than the two years it 
took to construct it. 

* * *
We had known each other for several years before making this visit. 
Our lives were intertwined by a common interest – Terry, a journalist 
who had reported on the oil and gas industry for 35 years, latterly as 
an energy editor; and James, a writer and activist who’d spent the past 
three decades studying the sector. And we had a shared love of music.

We are children of the oil revolution. We grew up in a country 
saturated in petrol, plastics and pesticides. The first passenger jet flew 
from London to New York when Terry was four. The first motorway 
in Britain opened three years before James’ birth. Both of us travelled 



4 · crude britannia

in cars before we were born. We suckled on synthetic rubber teats and 
dummies that were the output of petrochemical plants. We played 
with toy trucks and our teenage daydreams were filled with sports cars. 
Later music gripped us, carrying with it the promise of sex and the 
open road. Plastic toothpaste tubes, holidays abroad, nylon clothes, 
food packaging, detergents, collecting oil company stickers and garage 
giveaways, we grew up in the abundance of cheap oil that fuelled the 
optimism of an era.

By the 2010s, in later middle age, we found ourselves in a country 
dazed by constant shocks – the financial crash and the growing impacts 
of climate change, the surprises of the Scottish independence vote and 
the Brexit referendum, and then the virus that brought the oil world to 
a sudden halt. We had spent our working lives writing on the oil and 
gas industry and its impacts around the world, but what was its role 
now in Britain’s turbulence?

In the EU referendum on 23 June 2016, the Castle Point district 
around the former refinery of Coryton voted 72.7 per cent to leave 
and 27.3 per cent to remain. It was the third strongest leave area in 
the UK. Why did these men and women vote so strongly to exit the 
European Union? We noticed that the leave cause had been similarly 
powerful in other areas where the oil industry had closed plants and 
laid off workers, for example in Port Talbot, south Wales. Was there 
any correlation between these things? Was there a link between oil and 
‘left behind Britain’, deindustrialised Britain? 

The era of optimism that characterised our childhoods came in 
the aftermath of World War II, a conflict fuelled by oil and in many 
respects fought for oil. After the war, Britain’s late empire was an oil 
empire. How does the memory of these events, often shaped by the oil 
companies, affect our country in our present times?

Both of us are deeply concerned by the human-driven changing of 
the Earth’s climate. It will dominate the rest of our lives, and those 
of friends and family. The greatest source of carbon dioxide in the 
atmosphere is the extraction and consumption of fossil fuels. What 
is the role of the oil companies, whose profitability is built on this 
process, in shaping the UK’s response to climate chaos?

All around us the same oil companies eagerly promote their desire 
to decarbonise themselves and the UK. Are they doing this in response 



the last living rose · 5

to civil society pressure about the climate? Or do they see themselves 
under a greater threat from the rise of the Big Data corporations? A 
threat so powerfully illustrated by the Covid pandemic that shifted the 
country from commuting to computers, from cars to Zoom.

With these questions in mind we have travelled Britain for the last 
five years trying to understand how oil has shaped war, cities, finance, 
transport, industries, communities, regions, international relations, 
consumption patterns, popular culture and more. In short, how oil has 
shaped a nation.

As we’ve journeyed, three observations in particular have guided our 
understanding.

Helen Thompson, an academic at Cambridge University, explained 
to us: ‘I think it’s too difficult for people to think about oil. It’s almost 
like it’s a parallel world, because it’s so big. It permeates everything. 
We can’t think about our day-to-day life without oil, even though 
most people don’t consciously understand that, with the implications 
of actually realising that we are all complicit in lots of those bad things 
that result from it.’ 

Paul Stevens was Professor of Petroleum Policy and Economics at 
the University of Dundee, a chair created by BP. Early in our explo-
rations he observed to us: ‘They steered away from publicity. They 
preferred to be covert rather than overt because oil companies had 
never been popular. And they didn’t really have to lobby too hard 
because [of their big tax revenues] they were pushing an open door 
with government.’ Stevens helped us to understand the oil sector as a 
‘submarine industry.’

A senior oil executive told us privately: ‘People think the big oil 
majors have loads of influence but in fact it is really quite small. The 
big corporations are takers of policy, not makers of policy. Perhaps all 
they can do is play games at a small scale.’

The UK that we attempt to describe in this book is a land formed by 
oil. London, shaped by petroleum. Four estuary regions – the Thames, 
Severn, Mersey and the Forth and Dee – moulded by the industry 
for almost a century. And most distinct, the North Sea, turned into 
an offshore colony run largely by a handful of corporations. In all of 
these places we have talked to people from all walks of life, trying to 
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understand through the example of the local how oil has, and still 
does, shaped the economics, politics and society of our country.

In this mapping of a nation formed by oil we have also understood 
just how the nation has begun to shape oil. How the people of our 
country are changing the oil industry and forming a new era with 
accelerating speed.

* * *
After a short drive back up to the ridge we’re at the Pegasus Club on 
the outskirts of the village of Corringham. This was built by Mobil 
and was – and is at the time of our first visit – a social centre for those 
that worked in Coryton. On the terrace in the hot sunshine we meet 
Tony Wade, the man who’d arranged this gathering. He’s in conversa-
tion with another grey-haired man: ‘Did you hear about Elmey? He’s 
passed away. Asbestosis.’1

Together we look out over the club’s football pitches, the Manorway, 
the marshland and the distant river. ‘Yes, it is a nice view. But it was 
better when it included the sight of a couple of refineries.’ Wade’s a 
rumbustious soul in his seventies, full of welcoming bluster. ‘They left 
the one chimney, from the Fluid Catalytic Cracker. They say it’s for 
historic reasons, but it’s obvious that it’s so that they can get planning 
permission for three-story warehouses if they want. Have you seen the 
container ports in China? That’s what Dubai Ports want to build here 
on the refinery site.’

In the distance, at the edge of the brown smudge of the Thames, we 
can see a row of twelve massive gantry cranes, positioned to lift brightly 
coloured containers on and off the ocean-going vessels that slide in 
from the sea. Next door to Coryton there had been a second, larger 
refinery – Shell Haven – owned by Shell and constructed in the late 
1940s, to process Kuwaiti crude. It closed in 1999, over a decade before 
Coryton. The site was cleared of storage tanks and cracking towers 
and sold as a shipping and distribution hub to Dubai Ports, owned by 
the Dubai Sovereign Wealth Fund. There’s a poetic twist in the fact 
that Shell and the Dubai ruling families got rich on the exploitation of 
oil in the Gulf, and now Dubai is buying up the company’s cast-offs. 
Although not until the UK taxpayer had funded the decontamination 
of the soil after decades of continuous refining.
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‘Ah gentleman, you are honoured. Here’s Mr John Vetori, one of the 
former managers at Coryton come to join us. This is a rare treat’, says 
Wade. Out into the sunshine strides a tanned man in his sixties, neatly 
dressed in golfing clothes. He exudes an assertiveness quite distinct 
from the others gathered about us. ‘I don’t want to be outside because 
I need some shade’, announces Vetori, so we all retire to the seating 
in the bar. Others join us and pretty soon there are 14 men gathered 
around quietly waiting for the conversation to begin. The day seems 
auspicious. On this date Prime Minister Theresa May is triggering 
Article 50, the UK’s formal request to leave the European Union.

Stefan Rogocki worked in the Tank Farm at Coryton, among the 
vast off-white steel cylinders filled with petrol and diesel, asphalt and 
jet fuel. His face is remarkably pale. He stopped work at the plant prior 
to its closure because of an industrial illness. His son Mike started at 
the refinery and had only recently finished his apprenticeship when 
Petroplus went bust and he was laid off. Mike found a job doing 
security at the Fawley Refinery, but returned to the area when he got 
work at the Dubai Ports docks driving one of the cranes. ‘He’s a “sky 
dog”’, says his father. ‘He earns £30,000 a year. Half he would have got 
if the refinery had stayed open.’2

It seems that all the men share the same sense of shock that Petroplus 
closed the place. ‘It was making a profit.’ ‘They only closed it so as to 
support their other plants in Germany, Belgium and France.’ However, 
Petroplus itself did not long outlast Coryton. The company folded 
shortly after the refinery shut down owing $1.5 billion to creditors. The 
800 staff at Coryton who were laid off got no redundancy packages. ‘I 
just got a pitiful state redundancy’, says Dave Musson. These former 
employees believe that the people who owned the now defunct 
company were asset strippers. However, their strongest criticism is not 
aimed at the head of Petroplus, an American called Thomas O’Malley. 
Rather, several blame the EU. ‘It’s supposed to provide a level playing 
field, but the UK played by the rules whereas the other governments 
did not. The Germans, French and Belgians defended their plants and 
we were shut down.’ No criticism is made of the British government. 
It seems that the Prime Minister David Cameron and Chancellor 
George Osborne, despite being vocal critics of the EU, failed to resist 
the manoeuvring of a Swiss-based corporation, Petroplus. 
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With hindsight we can see that the fate of Coryton was probably 
sealed a decade before its closure. BP had acquired the refinery in 
1996 as part of an asset swap with Mobil. However, demand for 
petrol, diesel and jet fuel was falling in the UK, while at the same 
time refineries were being constructed in India and China, designed 
to feed the booming Asian markets. Under BP’s chief executive, John 
Browne, the corporation strove to drive down costs at Coryton in a 
bid to make the refinery competitive. Two years later, in June 1998, 
workers at the plant were stunned by the news that Shell was to 
close its neighbouring refinery and lay off its 290 direct employees. 
Nearly a decade later, in February 2007, John Browne and the then 
head of BP Refining, John Manzoni, oversaw the sale of Coryton to 
Petroplus.

Away from the main group gathered in the Pegasus Club bar, we 
talk with Eddie Horrigan. He lives just to the north in Basildon, 
which was largely built in the 1950s, partly to house the families of 
men employed in the refineries.3 The oil company helped finance the 
construction of this new town. ‘In the small area around where I lived 
in Basildon there were 40 to 50 people who worked in Mobil.’

Horrigan explains how in about 2006, when he was nearing 
retirement, he went with a couple of apprentices from Coryton to visit 
the school that he’d attended in Basildon. It was careers day and he was 
there to tell the sixth form about working in the refinery. ‘Not one, not 
one, knew what a refinery was! I was shocked! I told the teacher so.’ 

In a matter of years these massive plants, whose lights and flare stacks 
lit up the sky day and night, have been erased from the landscape and 
the lives of the people in the Thames Estuary. The refineries exist now 
more in the minds and hearts of the former employees, and in the 
tissue of their lungs, than in concrete reality out on the marshes.

* * *
On the drive away from Coryton we stop off at a petrol station near 
Basildon and, after filling up, ask the woman serving at the till about 
when the lorries come to resupply the underground storage tanks. She’s 
friendly, but all she knows is that it is a BP tanker that comes in the 
very early mornings. She’s wearing a shirt with a BP logo on it, so we 
ask if she’s employed by the company. She replies, ‘Oh no, by MFG’. 
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Back in the car, aided by a chart we’ve compiled, we put together a trail 
of how the unleaded petrol got to our engine.

The garage with its BP sign we refilled at is not owned by BP, but 
by MFG,4 the largest forecourt operator in the UK, itself owned by a 
US private equity company. It was supplied by a road tanker, which, 
although it was marked with a BP logo, was owned by XPO Logistics,5 
a US transport multinational. The tanker driver does a circuit of tens 
of petrol stations, delivering mostly at night, from Thames Oilport 
at the old Coryton site. This storage depot is owned by Greenergy, a 
private equity company from London.6 The Thames Oil depot also 
supplies aviation fuel to Stansted, Gatwick, Heathrow and RAF bases 
such as Honington in Suffolk, via the UK’s Oil Pipeline Authority. For 
60 years these pipelines were owned by the British state, as a matter 
of national security; now they are owned by CLH7 of Spain, whose 
largest shareholder is CVC, a private equity company registered in 
Luxembourg. The fuel that is delivered from Thames Oil is supplied 
to the storage depot by ship. Most likely a tanker working for an 
oil-trading corporation such as Vitol, a private company based in 
Switzerland. The tanker would have arrived from anywhere across the 
globe, but it could have shipped fuel processed to meet EU standards 
in the refinery at Haldia, in West Bengal, India. Where did the crude 
that fed that refinery come from? We know that BP has a contract 
to supply Haldia with oil, but from where it does so is commercially 
confidential. At this point the trail has so many variables that we can 
no longer trace it through the thickets of the industrial world. 

On the sound system PJ Harvey sings:

Past the Thames River, glistening like gold
Hastily sold for nothing.

We talk it over. So what does all this mean? It means that a decade ago, 
when these roads were thick with traffic, BP refined fuel at Coryton, 
their own road tankers delivered to an array of petrol stations and we 
might just have pulled into one that belonged to the company. But 
now, although the traffic is just as heavy, this entire system, from a 
refinery in India to the garage we stopped at, is owned and controlled 
by a mesmerising array of private equity companies. These firms feast 
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on the ruins left by the closure of BP’s and Shell’s refineries. They have 
moved in on Britain as the big corporations have slowly moved out. 

But why is this important, if we can still fill up the car? Because 
these companies are almost all registered abroad, many in tax havens 
such as Luxembourg or Monaco. And the men who run them are 
often millionaire tax exiles.

For all the talk of the end of fossil fuels, the boom in electric 
vehicles and the rise of renewable energy, the role of oil in the UK 
economy remains vitally important. As things return to ‘normal’ after 
the pandemic there are still as many trucks on the road and almost 
as many planes in the sky, there is still as much plastic in the kitchen 
and pesticides on the fields. Yet the control of this bloodstream of our 
society is now in the hands of a very few wealthy men entirely hidden 
from public view, beyond the reach of politicians, trades unions or civil 
society groups. 

Those that own the private equity companies want from Britain the 
highest return on their capital and the lowest taxes possible, with the 
least stringent regulations. The last thing they desire is for limits to be 
put on the sale of fuel as a way to tackling climate change. Whereas the 
heads of BP, Shell and other corporations may profess a commitment 
to decarbonise to appease an alarmed public, the private equity men 
are hidden from view and pressure.

These owners may know next to nothing about the communities 
such as those in the Thames Estuary that live next to assets like Thames 
Oil through which the bloodstream flows. They are certainly not in 
the business of building homes for their staff like the oil companies 
once did at Coryton. And those that work in a place like Thames Oil 
may have little job security. 

It is the ‘submarine industry’ still. Only now the submarine has dived 
further into the deep, partly in response to the pressure of civil society. 
Our journey is to follow it, and to find out how this industry helped 
build Britain’s past and still has a part in shaping Britain’s future.

We drive on. As we come over the crest of Benfleet Hill on the 
A130, the Thames Estuary fills the view. Down there, on the flat land 
around Coryton are the dirty white cylinders that make up the Thames 
Oil storage facility. Beyond it, moored to a jetty, is the hulk of a tanker, 
pumping fuel into the bloodstream. 


