Remembering the Exxon Valdez spill
In March 1989, I was an out-of-school college senior, short on funds and working full time at the SeaTac Airport. The dreams of graduating were slipping away. Then a tanker on an errant course hit a reef up in Alaska, altering my life.

With a couple hundred bucks in my pocket, I flew to Anchorage. I picked up an old dilapidated Oldsmobile and a buddy and headed off to Valdez to seek fortune.  Jobless but inspired. 

We pitched a borrowed tent alongside a little river 15 miles outside of town. This was where we would receive our visitors the camp robbers, the bar flies, and a grizzly maid who would clean the dinner dishes, and sharpen her teeth on the plastic of my hardhat.

Jobs galore

I got my first job by entering through the employee entrance out back. I found myself outfitting an incinerator barge at a local shipyard. It was good pay, but everywhere around me people were making more. Being young, brazen, and diligent, it wasn’t long before a better gig presented itself. 

My first boat job was on the seemingly mighty tug, Arctic Scout. In 1989 the tug had the awesome responsibility of tending Exxon’s Floating Command Center, the barge EB II. The EB II was alive with action. Helicopters and float planes came and left around the clock. 

Life on the EB II was pretty good, and truth be told, so was the money, about $1400 a week. 

After the EB II I moved from vessel to vessel for a time doing various chores. For a while I ran groceries and lots of beer to pleasure craft lying low in clean harbors. There were bays full of anchored pleasure boats maintaining location and radio silence. The whole thing looked pretty impressive from the air and on TV all America saw was lots and lots of mobilization while I supplied the beer and chips. 
I was getting paid well and Lord was it beautiful. Little emerald gems of islands erupting from the surface of the water. Mountains, eagles, clouds, all awash in the drone of motor boats. 

I was lounging in a houseboat when I first heard I was reassigned to be an oil recovery technician.  All I knew was that it was $2100 a week and that I was to leave that evening. I packed up and jumped on board the boat which was to take me to my next gig. I figured I would catch some “Z’s” on the way there.

Black oil everywhere
When I arrived, I was told to put on some hip waders and raingear and to seal all the seams with duct tape. What happened next I will take to my grave.

How exactly I got there I can’t recall. Whether I was urged, pushed, or entered upon my own accord, but I found myself on a rocky shoreline thigh deep in oily water. The recollection is as much emotion as memory. Artificial florescence cut through the darkness of the night but not the blackness of the oil. The thick, slippery, emulsification covered every surface, my body included. It went on and on as far as I could see. 
My footing tenuous, I reached a gloved hand on a jagged rock outcrop to steady myself. Instantaneously my hand turned to a dark gooey mass. Disoriented I started gingerly making my way to the beach and out of the water. It was then I noticed the intense noise. Machinery, yelling, pressurized water, the lapping of waves, all bathed in an eerie artificial light. There were people everywhere, all covered in black ANS crude.

For many days thereafter little entered my thoughts other than a desire to clean up that spill - and the hopelessness of it all. The strategy was to use a hot pressurized stream to refloat the excess oil off the rocks and back into the water, where it could be contained by boom and skimmed from the water’s surface. 
At some point during the operation I became aware of all the life which had survived the spill. Barnacles, tiny crabs, mollusks, and a variety of other small creatures were still alive. Some were just barely clinging to existence, others seemed to be more or less unaffected by the event, even thriving it seemed. Hope was soon dashed as I realized we were killing everything. The clean-up was sterilizing all life. The islands once supported healthy populations of various creatures. Now it was as if the islands were under attack from an invasion force; loud, alien, and numerous.

Lights, camera, action
The onslaught to the blackened beach continued, until one day a news boat went by, then another, and another. ABC, CBS, NBC all took turns from a safe, clean, distance documenting our efforts. Then our whole operation relocated to another beach. This cycle continued again and again, and that is how in scarcely two weeks, I suddenly found myself hosing off a clean beach.

When I returned to Valdez I found work for a time as a Longshoreman making a whopping $2800 a week. Then, with pockets full, I called Valdez quits and made my way back to Anchorage. The Oldsmobile died along the way and I lost my bear mauled hard hat with it.  With the money I made I returned to college, graduated. 

After Valdez I started taking boat jobs, eventually began a career in marine oil transportation, first in industry now for Ecology’s Spills Program. It became obvious to me that the work on the Exxon Valdez spill forever changed me.
Over the last 20 years I have often thought back to that night on the oil blackened rocks. As a fisherman it instilled in me a sense of environmental stewardship which made me subtly different from my crewmates. As a tankerman it kept me ever vigilant as I safely transferred more than a billion gallons of oil over the water, always aware of my responsibility. As an oil transfer inspector focused on prevention, it has given me perspective and purpose. 

I have been back to Alaska a few times since then; hiking, sport fishing, recreational stuff. But I never again made it back onto the waters of Prince William Sound. The last time remains the day I left the soiled beaches. On that journey I was treated to a sunset I will never forget as, sky aflame, thousands of pink salmon danced upon the purple waters.
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