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Editor’s Note:  I am pleased to introduce a new series called “Lessons Learned,” where TLT invites readers to share their 
personal experiences. These anecdotes are meant to be the lighter side of an otherwise educational experience, the kind 
you normally share with a group of friends or coworkers after work over a few beers. Your story does not need to be 
tribology-related, since laughter itself is a social lubricant. So if you have ever had an “uh-oh,” an “ah-ha” or a “can you 
believe this” and are willing to share it, please e-mail me your story at . We are asking for about 
500 words and a conclusion beginning with “The lesson learned… .”

I hope you enjoy our fi rst submission, penned by 2006 Vic Joll Award winner Dr. Roger Melley, a former regional vice 
president on STLE’s board of directors (and an all-around good guy).

Evan Zabawski
Editor

ack in the early 1970s I was working with the research 
department in the chemical division of a multinational 

rubber company. In addition to running R&D programs, I 
provided technical service to our plants around the United 
Kingdom. I remember receiving a call from the technical 
manager of one of our plants in Scotland requesting help 
with a particular formulation. It seems that batches mixed 
on day shift had a tendency to just fail the technical specs, 
while those mixed overnight were always perfect. They had 
monitored operations and, as far as they could determine, 
there were no differences at all in the procedures.

I headed north and spent a few days at the plant checking 
all of the obvious areas—Banbury mixer charge sheets con-
fi rmed that all of the ingredients were added in the correct 
proportions, and the specifi ed mixing cycles were used.  A 

Be sure to check all—and 
we do mean all—substances 
entering your chemical batch.
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day in the QC Lab confirmed that all equipment was proper-
ly calibrated and that the QC technologists knew what they 
were doing. I double-checked sampling procedure, and there 
was nothing there that gave any cause for concern. 

In the end, still totally bewildered, I decided to spend time 
with both crews to see if anything jumped out at me. The day 
shift taught me nothing, but the night shift was quite educa-
tional. A major rubber plant can be a lonely and dark place, 
particularly at night. I wandered around the mixing floor 
looking for clues and eventually found the answer.  

The walk to the restroom was a significant one, so the 
night shift operators, when they felt the urge to urinate, used 
the copious mixing chamber of the Banbury rather than take 
a long dark walk. It didn’t happen often, they said, only three 
or four times a night. The ventilation over the unit was ex-
cellent, so there was no problem with odor and they prob-
ably didn’t see the bit of steam in the dark. I called the crew 
together and told them that this practice had to stop as it was 
having an effect on the rubber—I didn’t tell them that it was 
a beneficial effect. 

The next morning I adjusted the formulation by upping 
the loading of staining antioxidant (amine based, of course) 
and told the plant management that I felt that change would 

eliminate their problem. The operation was closely moni-
tored for a few weeks, and the problem did not reoccur.  

My boss got a call and was told that for a youngster only 
a year or two out of the university, I sure knew how to for-
mulate. My boss replied, “Well, his doctorate is in the field 
of elastomer chemistry.” Needless to say, I never told anyone 
the real reason why I made the formulation change that I 
did.   

The lesson I learned from this exercise is that you should 
never assume anything in the real world. Many things can 
happen that you may be unaware of but which, if you did 
know about, you could monitor and/or control. So keep 
looking.  I have to go for a walk now… 
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‘Never assume anything in the real world.’


