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CAN ONE IMAGE CAPTURE THE COMPLEX RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN OIL AND WILDERNESS IN
ALASKA’S ARTIC NATIONAL WILDLIFE REFUGE?

Amid a delirium of mosquitoes at 11p.m. in mid-July, it’s still bright enough
for sunglasses and I’m clutching a camera on a muddy Beaufort Sea beach. To
the north, a jaundiced-looking sun arcs above the white spine of sea ice. A
warm land breeze hits the cool ocean air, and the light rays bend into mirages:
The icepack blurs into gleaming skyscrapers, the western coast morphs into
vibrating lakes. Early Arctic explorers called this phenomenon the Ice Blink.
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These mirages only amplify my dilemma as a photographer:
Most photojournalists come to the Arctic National Wildlife
Refuge with guides and expense accounts to pay for hours of air-
plane time. From the air, it’s not hard to find the 130,000 caribou
that, for better or worse, now symbolize this wilderness. On foot,
unable to chase the herd, you must instead find subtleties that
fully unveil a sense of place, and that speak to the complex issue
of drilling for oil in the refuge.

Folded up against the reflective skin of the sea, the coastal plain
resembles a giant green garment: It’s wrinkled by hills, furred with
ankle-high plants, and—if you look closely along those seams
chafed by sea water—you’ll see ice exposed beneath the vast mat of
tundra. Try putting all that on film, and you get unfathomable
green space crushed by sky and blurred by brown insect clouds.

Unfortunately, this sort of imagery only supports corporate
America’s cry that this “deserted moonscape” is perfect for oil
drilling. Likewise, photographing the caribou herd and calling the
refuge “America’s Serengeti”—even though the place has only one
herd and bears no resemblance to African wildlife habitat—is to
portray a misleading image. So my mission on this and previous
trips to the refuge has been to literally expose the issue—made
black and white by both the environmental community and oil lob-
byists—in its true colors. I am hunting for visual messages from the
land that I hope will show the detail, the desolation, or the vulnera-
bility of this wilderness. But, so far, I haven’t been able to fit the
19.5 million-acre refuge in my wide-angle lens.

Alongside the beach, a plop and splash alert me to a
bearded seal. He’s swimming at a walking pace, his whiskered face
and earless head smiling at me through honey-thick light. But when
the seal makes repeated eye contact—showing that rare and soulful
curiosity of wildlife unafraid of people—I stop and sit down, if only
to prolong the wonder. Some moments transcend photography.

Earlier tonight, I discovered oil, leaking out of an unnamed
creek in an iridescent blue sheen. I wet my fingertips with it and
sniffed. The unmistakable pungency of acrid methane and polyeth-
ylene trash bags showed that it is indeed the remains of 350-mil-
lion-year-old algae, seeping through the earth. Locals call this valu-
able resource “Alaska crude;” paleontologists say “fossil fuel;” while
oil company geologists shout “petroleum!”

Based on seismic tests and sandstone outcrops within the
refuge, the US Geological Survey estimates a 95 percent probability
of recovering 5.7 billion barrels of crude oil and a five percent
probability of recovering 16 billion barrels. Sixty miles west of here,
at Prudhoe Bay, they’ve already extracted 11 billion barrels.

All of this science looks impressive on a subsurface map, wrinkled
with anticlines and brightly colored with rock stratum, but petrole-
um geology is never a sure bet. If geothermal temperatures a mile
under the earth have remained at a tea drinker’s comfort for the last
million years—between 90 and 190 degrees—and algae was there
(usually in the form of a shale bedrock called kerogen), it becomes
oil. Let it suffice to say that these temperatures are rare down in the
earth’s oven, explaining the rising price of oil, its declining availabili-
ty and the likelihood of wars being fought near its source.

Whatever petroleum is found below the coastal plain will not
wean the US from Saudi Arabia and Iraq’s oil reservoirs, conserva-
tively estimated at 412 billion barrels versus the Refuge’s 5.7 billion
barrels. It’s like comparing dollars to Iraq’s dinars. As I snap a token
photograph of the oil seep whorl, staining the creek like blue tree
rings, I’m thinking, this pretty blue sheen may be a valuable resource,
but since the US burns 7 billion barrels annually, is it worth destroy-
ing paradise for only a yearÕs supply of oil?

Congress continues to defeat oil development legisla-
tion here, but by narrow margins. In the last quarter century, five
leasing proposals have been overturned, but (at this writing) yet
another Arctic oil-drilling budget is pending. The irony is that
every wilderness lover’s plane ride to the remote refuge burns up
more oil. And adventure equipment—including the color slide film
that I’m shooting—often contains petroleum too. Of course, it’s
illogical to me, a long-time devotee of wild places, to build oil rigs,
pipelines, airports and roads in a wildlife sanctuary. But, in order to
capture the essence of our last great refuge, I have to come to grips
with my own feelings about oil versus wilderness.

I shrug on my pack and continue walking west, searching for
visuals that might contain my hoped-for image and rid my mind of
ambiguity. All evening, the coast has been hushed. Wind spills
around boulders, sea sighs on shore and birds cry into the everlast-
ing sunset. Just an hour ago, a strange and distant thrumming arose
from the sea—but I can’t identify the source of this noise.
Nonetheless, traveling in the alien North is all about being off
guard. From where I’m hopping across wet and swaying tussock
heads, the refuge is not friendly, warm, dry, flat, outwardly colorful
or in any way familiar.

!

040-043_JUNE04_MyBackyard 03  3/2/04  10:23 AM  Page 41



www.ruhooked.com42 HOOKED ON THE OUTDOORS

MY B A C KYA R D

Ten feet above salt water, I pass dryads, louseworts, lichens, dia-
pensia, dwarf fireweed, horsetails and arnicas. I can’t begin to iden-
tify, let alone photograph, this Lilliputian pandemonium of photo-
synthesis. Looking south across the tundra is like looking north
over the icebergs: You can only see five percent of the plants. The
other 95 percent are sheltered underneath.

Early explorers searching for gold or a route to the riches of the
Orient called this the barrenlands. Not until scientists arrived did
we learn that the seemingly infertile peat is a “biomass,” a welter of
trapped carbon and roots and larvae and water as rich as a forest.
But history, combined with ambitious political agendas, has an
extraordinary way of repeating itself: Today’s Arctic explorers are
wildcatting for black gold, but they still call this place the barren-
lands, a lifeless swamp, even though science shows otherwise. Drive
across this thin biomass, or build an oil field on top, and the tundra
will unleash its stored carbons as greenhouse gases, while the per-
mafrost will melt and drown the fragile constellation of plants.

It’s hard to imagine where one would even build a tangle of alu-
minum pipelines, elevated gravel roads and steel girdered oil rigs
without literally crushing the coastal plain. But as I approach an
abandoned cabin of an early-day trader, the scene—driftwood and
sod ready to fall back into the tundra from whence it came—fits.
This is an architecture that belongs to the landscape and its human
history. Inside the cabin, on a wooden shelf, a nesting Lapland
longspur warbles in complacency. Although I don’t know exactly
what the scene really says—aside from the sod home appearing like
a wooden scow floating across the surrounding sea of tundra—I
click off all but my last frame of film.

I wander onward. The Canon sways across my chest as wet sphag-
num moss sucks at my boots, and a thought runs through my mind
like the looped music on a player piano: If IÕm going to promote this
coastal plain as protected wilderness, I need to show its fragility.

Once I descend to the beach for smoother and quieter walking,
the source of the thrumming noise finally reveals itself. Above a
small bank of offshore fog is an exploratory oil ship, so black and

surreal that I blink my eyes to verify its presence, a mile out from
the refuge. As conservationists fight to keep oil rigs off the caribou
calving grounds, the oil companies are encroaching on both the
northern and western boundaries. I recall the vision of dead seals
and birds and whales as I kayaked through Alaska’s Prince William
Sound during the devastating 1989 oil spill.

I walk faster now, toward a strange yellow lump on the beach, a
half-mile west. Near the eastern boundary of Alaska’s most exten-
sive oil fields, I remove the lens cap. I take a deep breath. The scene
I’ve been seeking lies at my feet; the air is ripe with death. As the
refuge glimmers behind me in all of its elusive brilliance, I kneel
down to compose my last frame. I feel a deep sense of outrage. I
steady my hands. The sun falls like a giant oil flare into the black
sea, backlighting the skeleton of a bearded seal, washed up on the
beach, and stinking of Alaska crude.

Jonathan Waterman is the author of In the Shadow of Denali,
Artic Crossing, and a book about the Artic Wildlife Refuge, due out
from W.W. Norton next year.
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