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Return to Kuwait

David Douglas:
IMAX Writer,
Director,
Cinematographer

All photos are exclusive,

taken by David Douglas
in 1991

| found myself on the streets of
London during the morning of
the Iraqgi invasion.

Kuwaiti's were gathering at
phone booths along the high
street, trying to reach their
relatives at home. | remember
feeling tension and sadness
at the same time. A current of
global change flowed around me
but | was distracted at best.
Just seven months later, Desert
Storm had driven the Iraqi forces
out of Kuwait and the their
retreating army had detonated
the oil wells, covering their retreat
in black clouds of oil smoke. News
broadcasts Continued to show
gripping visions of the raging
firestorm mixed with Working
On IMAX founder Graeme
Ferguson’s film, “Blue Planet” |
was bouncing around the world
making sequences to correspond

with astronaut footage of earth
taken from the space shuttle.
From Moscow to the Amazon,
| was to make little movies that
brought the ground truth of
global change to the astronaut’s
perspective; but the brevity
of these sequences frustrated
me, and | was itching to make a
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full film story from one of these
examples.

The Desert Storm news feed.
This was a visual story of global
change and | wanted to record it;
but how could

such a thing be done? When
“Secrets of Life on Earth” required
air pollution shots to illustrate
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atmospheric  impacts  from
human industry, | recognized the
opportunity to get into Kuwait
and record a stark example of the
atmospheric pollution that was
underway.
We had no certainty how long
it might take to make our
Kuwait sequence, but | was
already imagining a story of
world perspective, far beyond
a pollution illustration. Working
with producer Di Roberts, we
secured enough interest from
IMAX Corporation executives
to over-shoot our original plan
should | determine that a whole
Kuwait fires movie was possible.
The travel visas came
through and our team of five
descended into Kuwait airport
in late September 1991. We
descended from crystal blue
sky to a strange thick darkness
on the runway as we taxied
in. The only midday light was
from columns of fire standing
in the distance.The modern and
normally busy airport terminal
was visibly damaged and our
local contacts guided us over
the broken glass in the dim
light. Our massive IMAX camera
package was crammed into a line
of Land Cruisers that followed us
to a shell-shocked Holliday Inn
which seemed to be reopening
in haste to accommodate the
engineering teams supporting
the immense firefighting effort
under way in Kuwait's oil fields.
It was clear to me from when
the wheels touched down at the
airport that my back-burner idea
of a full film on firefighting, must
become our primary mission.
We were traveling with all the
equipmentand film stock needed
to make the larger global change
project and so now | brought that
capability to bear on the, as yet
unwritten, Fires of Kuwait story.
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We were guided by local contacts
Mike McKinnon, and Suleman Al
Awadi in sourcing permits for the
oilfields and minefield training
from the experts at Explosive
Ordinance Disposal. There they
taught us to recognize various
landmines and to avoid the
variety of unexploded bombs
and other explosives that were
still lying in the sands around the
uncleared areas.

Our arrival coincided with
the middle of the firefighting
campaign. Major well control
companies from 10 countries
were engaged and the systems
were beginning to win the day.
Their success put extra pressure
on us to move instantly to depict
the opening of our film story
when the wells first triggered
the utter darkness that prevailed
across much of the country.
We were determined by now to
take whatever risks to pursue
our goal: a story of human
determination to confront this
overwhelming  environmental
catastrophe . The moral outrage
that | felt had to be set aside so
a balanced account could be told
, and | relied on the spellbinding
power of IMAX images to compel
the viewer toward the themes of
environmental justice and the
unity of human commitment.
With this approach, we appealed
to a Texas company, Wild Well
Control, to give us access to
their work and teach us what we
needed to know to stay safe on a
burning well.

The environment presented
many unique dangers for the
firefighters around us and they
were generous in their guidance.
The wells had been burning at
2000 degreesfor6 months. All this
heat baked the surface around
the well heads and over time,
layer upon layer of unburnt oil

built up a dense crust of coke over
the ground around each burning
well. Further out, the drifting oil
rain had blackened the desert
surface in a layer of unburnt
hydrocarbons and tar 6 inches
deep . Our vehicle tires quickly
became overburdened and even
walking was unmanageable with
clods of tar a foot thick clinging
to the souls of our boots.

Moving our 50 kilo camera
around the wells among the
firefighters and their equipment
was painful, exhausting and
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dangerous. We needed to stay
out of their way but remain aware
and informed of their plans and
procedures as they maneuvered
their huge equipment around us.
The well fires themselves were
so loud and relentless that they
drowned out all other sounds.
We could not even hear the giant
bulldozers that shook the ground
under our feet.

Wild Well Control had a very
talented explosives expert who
could employ shape charges
to carefully cut apart crumpled
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steel structures and then used
drums full of water and dynamite,
carefully placed at the base of the
fire, to separate the flame from
it's fuel and oxygen, snuffing
out the flame. We learned to
crouch behind a bulldozer blade
when the charge went off, and
to wait till the “all clear “ when
the twisted steel flying from the
explosion, had all landed.

The infrastructure to deliver
water to these oilfields for
firefighting was made possible
in part by reversing oil pipelines
and pumping sea water for miles
inland to the huge reservoirs at
each large fire. The water canons
would push water to cool the
super-heated ground around
the burning well before men
or equipment could approach
the fire itself. At some of our
shooting locations , the saltwater
seeped down under the surface
crust and formed a boiling layer
below. We became aware of the
scalding hazard when we broke
through that surface crust while
moving our camera gear from
one setup to the next. Growing
up in Canada we had experience
breaking through thin winter ice
and flooding our boots with ice
water, this was sort of the reverse
end of that memory.

We copied the firefighters
by wearing their clothes and
safety gear. | think they found it
amusing to see us struggling to
adapt to the extreme conditions
that they lived in every day. We
each learned our personal limit
for direct exposure to the radiant
heat from the giant open flame.
The scope of the environmental
damage was revealed to us later
in our shoot as the firefighters
success accelerated and the sky
began to clear. After three and
a half weeks we had run out of
our resources but the darkness

had lifted. We had just enough
images to portray the change
of the sun’s return to the earth’s
surface.

From above, hundreds of
square kilometres of blackened
landscape stretched to the
horizon. Desert wildlife and
migrating birds were lost in
untold numbers and the still
pools and quiet oases lay under
lakes of oil , surrounded with
stark blackened trees along the
edges.

Clearing the vast minefields and
dangerous refuse of war will take
the vigilance of generations, but,
returning to Kuwait after a gap
of three and a half decades has
shown me what amazing things
are possible for determined
people. Landing in Kuwait this
year showed me an environment
reborn. Nowhere did | see even
traces of the damage left behind
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by the war.

It seemed to me impossible
that so much recovery has been
done in the desert, in the city
and along the shoreline. When |
hold the image of my recent visit
to Kuwait (for the re-opening of
Fires of Kuwait at the Scientific
Center IMAX theatre) against the
challenge that | saw at the end
of the firestorm, it seems that
the environment of Kuwait has
joined with the people and both
are uplifting each other. One can
only be inspired by this kind of
progress.

I'm grateful to be able to offer
another Kuwaiti generation the
unique IMAX perspective on the
drama of their parents grim fire
fighting victory; at the Kuwait
Scientific Center, in  Fires of
Kuwait.
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