
Episode 6

THE ROVER BOYS...
USING WHISKEY AS A LION 
REPELLENT
with
David Kingston



©2020 Exploration Next Pty. Ltd. All Rights Reserved.

Ep. 6: The Rover Boys… Using Whiskey as a Lion Repellent with David Kingston

EXPLORATION RADIO is a podcast focusing on the past, 

present and future of exploration. Hosted by Ahmad Saleem 

and Steve Beresford, the show is impartial with the content 

produced, intending to unearth fresh perspectives on issues 

and challenges faced by the global resources industry. This 

podcast is free from vested interests, is self-funded with 

limited sponsorship, and is freely available on iTunes, Apple 

Podcasts, Stitcher Radio, Google Play, Spotify, or through 

our website:

www.explorationradio.com

This transcript is from Episode 6 which was released on 12 April 2017. The interview was recorded 

March 1 2017. This episode was recorded with the assistance of Daniel Hershowitz, produced by 

Steve Beresford and Ahmad Saleem, and edited by Ahmad Saleem. The transcript was reviewed 

and edited by Athar Saleem, Ahmad Saleem and Michael Carter and has been produced with the 

support of the Australian Institute of Geoscientists.

The audio recording of this episode can be accessed at www.explorationradio.com
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Ahmad: Hi, I’m Ahmad.

Steve: Hi, I’m Steve.

Ahmad: And welcome to Exploration Radio. 

Steve: Ever fancied a trip into the future? A trip to a future 
world to see how life pans out? Our world is changing fast 
around us. What does it feel like to go through that tran-
sition? After all today, right here right now, feels like it did 
yesterday. I’ve lost all reference to any transition. A nos-
talgic look backwards enthuses me no end. “What have I 
forgotten?” “What did I never learn in the fi rst place?”
 
I’m an exploration geologist and what I do is changing. I 
hear the words about the need for change. But everyone 
around me is still working the same way, banging their head 
against the same wall of dogma. I feel like I’m a prefect 
at school again, who after years of working their way up 
the rung, fi nds themselves in-charge and behaves exactly 
the same way as he did as when he or she was treated. 
A lifetime of accumulated lessons forgotten as the system 
pushes against them. No room for Mavericks here – except 
for another LinkedIn top 10 list of things you need for suc-
cessful exploration. Please click here. 

Is what I do still useful? I’m a rock licker. I love geology. 
Non-geologists look at you sideways as if anyone could 
love the science of inanimate objects. People can relate to 
stargazing or botanizing. But rocks? It’s never been about 
rocks. It’s about the stories they tell. Listen to what drives 
our guests. It’s catastrophic this and carnivorous that. We’re 
fortunate to travel, to seek new places and go where people 
don’t volunteer to go, to stand on the edge of ice sheets and 
to climb mountains. But there’s one thing that we all have 
in common – our love for our science. But as observational 
and emulation data explode in volume, we can now answer 
previously intractable problems without rocks. So, what do 
I do now? Change or stubbornly hold on? For anyone out 
there sitting on a drill rig asking themselves, “Why do I have 

DAVID KINGSTON (1927-2017, 
seated above photo) was a 
member of the Exxon Rover 
Boys, an elite team of geolo-
gists who in the 1950s and 60s 
scoured new frontiers around 
the world to assess their po-
tential for hosting major petro-
leum deposits. The Rover Boys 
were infamous for their ability 
to adapt to harsh conditions 
and unfamiliar cultures, while 
at the same time executing  ex-
ceptional technical work.

David held a PhD in Geology 
from University of Wisconsin. 
He authored numerous techni-
cal papers and co-authored a 
book, The Oil Finders.  He was 
considered an expert on world-
wide basins, and was an Amer-
ican Association of Petroleum 
Geologists Distinguished Lec-
turer.

Exploration Radio was priv-
ileged to interview David in 
2017 only months prior to his 
passing.
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to do this the same way?” Remember the Einstein quote 
about insanity. 

So why did we talk to someone from the petroleum indus-
try? Because we in the minerals industry are now in the 
equivalent of 1965. We’re exploring the third world at the 
surface. The Rover Boys went through this transition. Type 
Rover Boys into any search engine and you’ll be whisked 
away on a boy’s or girl’s own adventure story. In today’s 
episode, we talked to Dave Kingston. He led the real Rov-
er Boys – a crack team of Esso geologists who explored 
the world. These guys explored the world for the last sur-
face discoveries of petroleum. This is an adventure story, 
showcasing exploration at its fi nest. The romance of what 
we do. Great geology, real adventure, fi eld geology, explo-
ration on the limit. They went out to the developing world. 
Every child has dreams of exploring our world. The same 
romance and belief systems that inspired the Hillarys and 
Amundsens live on in people like Dave Kingston. It’s hard 
not to have our strongest of admiration for these guys. The 
industry transitioned off shore as it needed to do, and with it 
new skills were required. 

Listen to this story. This is a story about a crack team of fi eld 
geologists exploring the world for the last surface deposits 
of petroleum. This story provides a real look into the future 
for minerals exploration. This is a glimpse into your future. 

“No one had ever been into 
this country doing geology 
before, so we made the 
fi rst geological maps”.
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“We would go down into 
the swamps and catch trout 
in the rivers and hunt and 
fi sh, a lot of hunting and 
fi shing. And this was good 
because we slept on the 
ground. We cooked over an 
open fi re...and that’s just 
being outdoors all the time 
and going into new areas. 
This was very good for us 
later on, when we went into 
these diff erent countries.”
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“They had no idea what 
kind of geology was in the 
basin. So, they would send 
us in to fi nd out what it was 
like.”
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“The geologic basin is 
like a history book...The 
only thing wrong with this 
history book was that it 
had a bunch of pages torn 
out. 
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“We kept on getting 
retrained all the time, 
periodically and this kept 
us closer to the top of 
what was known about 
petroleum exploration than 
other people probably, (or)
other companies that didn’t 
have this system.”

“...other companies were 
doing something similar, 
but they didn’t do it on the 
same scale that we did We 
were probably the cheapest 
thing that the company had 
for reconnaissance explo-
ration. The idea of recon-
naissance exploration, you 
know...goes back (to) the 
British Long Range recon-
naissance group in North 
Africa during World War II.” 
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“I’ve never run across a 
company with management 
and their board of directors 
that was as good as the 
ones we had in Esso.”

“Nothing we could do would 
surprise them. And nothing 
that we did, did they really 
complain about. Nobody 
ever questioned any of our 
expenses.”

“The company said, “You 
can go in there, and if you 
want more men, we’ll send 
them to you.” But we didn’t 
need more.  We just did it 
our way.”
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“Every day, a holiday. 
Every meal, a banquet. 
Every night, a party.” 
(a Monthly report)

“We ran out of pipe tobac-
co, a couple months ago. 
So, we’ve been having to 
smoke camel dung, dried of 
course.”
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“One of our guys that 
worked with us was 
our mechanic, George 
Voutopoulos. He was a 
Greek...We were looking 
for an interpreter...we 
said, “George, how many 
languages do you speak?” 
Well, of course, Greek, 
English, French, Turkish, 
Kurdish, three dialects of 
Arabic, Italian because 
he learned that in North 
Africa.”

“...then we found out that 
he was a crackerjack 
mechanic. We break 
down out in the desert 
somewhere, George could 
always fi x the jeep well 
enough so you could get 
back to civilization. So he 
was the most valuable guy 
I ever met. He was with us 
for 12 years...”
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“Did anybody ever get sick 
when we were doing this 
Rover Boys stuff ? And the 
answer to that is almost 
never. No serious sickness 
ever happened to us.”
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“We were pretty strict with 
the things we did. But 
that’s the way you survive. 
You don’t make mistakes.”

“Everybody pretty well 
knew what they were 
supposed to do.”
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“We learned very quickly 
things that you do and 
don’t do in some of these 
cultures.”
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“That’s when I fi nd out that 
hippos weren’t such quaint 
little darling piggies as I 
thought.”

“People say what about 
the bigger animals? How 
about lions, do you ever run 
across lions? Well, yeah we 
ran across lions.”
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“When the lions were out 
roaring around the camp, 
George would open up his 
bottle and take a few drinks 
and say, “You know this 
stuff , if you drink enough 
this whiskey,” he said, 
“it gives you courage... it 
should be called courage 
water”...

“Well, what happens, 
George, if you drink too 
much?”... 

He said, “Well if you real-
ly get skunk drunk and the 
lion comes over, he’ll smell 
you and you smell so bad-
ly of whiskey, he won’t eat 
you. And even if he does, 
you don’t care.”
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“They decided to shoot 
these seismic lines and 
they shot seismic lines 
way out into the Gulf, next 
to the territorial border 
with Mexico and stopped. 
They shot them out there 
and what they found was 
the most fantastic series 
of structures and types 
of geology that they had 
never seen before.”
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“The potential for huge 
oil fi elds was right away 
important. So then they 
went after and they got 
the government to set up 
a series of laws where 
you could bid on off shore 
blocks. And then go out 
and explore, shoot seismic 
and drill wells. That’s how 
the exploration started. It 
all started in the Gulf of 
Mexico.”

“The company has 
changed. It has become 
more of a geophysically-
driven company than a 
geological company. In 
fact, now we train our 
geologists to be geological 
geophysicists and 
geophysicists to be chief 
physical geologists.”
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“It’s not as much fun...
The off shore is much 
more technically oriented. 
It’s ships now, it’s 
drilling ships. There’s 
more engineers and 
geophysicists than it is any 
surface geology”.

“I’m still working, you 
know. 90 years old and I 
haven’t reached retirement 
age yet.”
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“Always pick up the un-
wanted acreage that no-
body else wants. That’s 
probably where the oil 
fi elds are going to be 
found.”

“They found oil in 
many of the places we 
were working...we were 
successful” 

“They’re going to keep 
using the surface geology 
we did on land for years 
and years to come, 
because that’s where the 
original people saw the 
actual rocks and described 
what they look like.”
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“If you like hunting and fi sh-
ing and climbing up to the 
top of that next mountain 
to see what there is on the 
other side, then this is the 
place for you because that’s 
where you have an opportu-
nity to do it. No question.”

“I don’t have any regrets at 
all. I think we had the best 
job in the company. And 
most of the geologists in 
Esso thought we had the 
best job in the company 
too.”

“The Rover Boys, they’re 
all gone. I’m the last one 
alive as far as I know.”
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Steve: We thought long and hard about how to ask Dave 
what this transition felt like. Surely someone who’s done 
what he has, achieved what he has, would feel some long-
ing for how things were. Maybe even angst as the world 
changed around him.

His answer? Just get on with it.

His advice? Never give up.
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These transcripts are available free-of-charge to all listeners of Exploration Radio and anyone 
interested in the content presented. 

However producing these transcripts is a time-intensive process involving professional audio-
to-written transcription, followed by manual editing, proof-reading and formatting. 

Exploration Radio is self-funded, free of vested interests and has limited sponsorship.  
If you have enjoyed reading this transcript, please consider supporting our eff orts via 

www.explorationradio.com/support

We would be very grateful for any contributions to off set the cost of producing these transcripts 
for you...our audience.

Until next time...let’s keep exploring.


