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PROLOGUE COWBOYS AND INDIANS
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There was something dreamlike about it. For a week in April 2014, against the background of the Capitol, I saw tipis rise on the National Mall. At the end of the week, a group of ranchers in cowboy hats and Native Americans, some in full headdress, rode out on horseback onto the streets of Washington, DC, to the sound of a steady beat of drums. Beadwork, ceremonial lances, University of Nebraska vests, and plaid shirts were all in evidence. The riders led a procession of thousands to the National Museum of the American Indian to present a painted tipi as a gift to President Obama. I was tagging along for the birth of a new CIA: they called themselves the Cowboy-Indian Alliance.

What brought them to the nation’s capital was an issue that had roiled the nation for years and was destined to be an issue for years to come: the Keystone XL Pipeline. For people concerned about climate, Keystone represented opening the drain to a vast reservoir of carbon in the earth, the oil sands of Alberta. The oil sands are the third largest oil reserve in the world, after Venezuela and Saudi Arabia,1 and arguably the one that requires the most energy to produce. The purpose of this pipeline is to transport bitumen, heavy oil, from the oil sands south to refineries on the US Gulf Coast. The carbon from this reservoir would inevitably be burned to form carbon dioxide, the dominant greenhouse gas, which would remain in the atmosphere for hundreds of years.

The riders from the West cared less about the climate implications of Keystone and more about its direct effects on the land, their land. The pipeline would stretch from Canada, at the terminal town of Hardisty, Alberta, through Saskatchewan and the states of Montana, South Dakota, and Nebraska. The Canadian company TC Energy (formerly TransCanada) would acquire access to the land through the process of eminent domain. More than the disruption of pipeline construction, the westerners on the Mall were concerned about spills of bitumen. A million-barrel bitumen spill from an oil sands pipeline into Michigan’s Kalamazoo River in 2010 required five years of cleanup and six years to reach a financial settlement with the pipeline company.2 The proposed Keystone route goes across the Ogallala Aquifer, the enormous groundwater deposit beneath the US Great Plains and source of irrigation for one of the most agriculturally productive regions in the world. Air travelers from the coasts see green circles below on the golden-brown Plains, the mark of center pivot irrigation, usually from the Ogallala.

I would come to know the land these people cared about so deeply. A month after the Mall demonstration, I rode my bicycle across the Oyate Trail, the Trail of Nations, in southern South Dakota. It draws its name from the Lakota (Sioux) nations that this road connects, from the Pine Ridge to the Rosebud to the Yankton. Keystone is due to come through the Rosebud, and many of the Lakota on the Mall had come from there. I would spend my Memorial Day riding there.

It wasn’t my first long bike ride. The year I retired, I rode 4,200 miles from Delaware to Oregon, looking at climate change along the way and talking with people about it. The book about that ride is called A Hole in the Wind. Since then, distance cycling has become a passion. But it was my background in climate science that led me to the original cross-country trek. I had spent twenty-five years working for the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA), including three years as director of the UN Global Climate Observing System in Geneva, Switzerland.

April 2014 wasn’t my first Keystone demonstration either. Back when I worked in climate science, our job was to lay out the facts, to describe how climate was changing and what was causing it. I didn’t advocate for any policy actions, either publicly or as a private citizen. Yet the human fingerprint on climate was unmistakable, in particular the burning of fossil fuels. I had been part of the large scientific community that highlighted climate change as a problem. Now I wanted to be part of the solution. In the autumn of 2011, after returning from my retirement ride, I helped carry a giant plastic pipeline around the White House in a march along with 15,000 others in a Keystone protest. Luminaries of the climate movement like activist Bill McKibben of 350.org and NASA climate scientist James Hansen spoke to the gathered crowd.

The Cowboys and Indians procession was different than other climate demonstrations. It wasn’t a bunch of stereotypical environmentalists. It harkened back to the American lore of the frontier, transcending the usual Red State–Blue State divide. The earlier political pushback had been furious. During the 2012 presidential campaign, Mitt Romney stated “I will build that pipeline if I have to myself.” But there were hints that these riders from the West might be making a difference. Standing out in a suit and tie on a hot April day, I saw John Podesta, then in the Obama Administration, walking along with the march. Some days later, Jane Kleeb, one of the march organizers from the group Bold Nebraska, got an email from the White House literally saying “You’ve got our attention.”3

Action was not immediate, but it came. The new Republican Congress in 2015 passed, as one of its first actions, a bill that would require approval of the Keystone XL pipeline. President Obama vetoed it. Then later that year, on November 6, he rejected the permit that the Keystone pipeline would need to cross the border from Canada. That decision would prove to be short-lived. Four days after his 2017 inauguration, President Trump signed an order restoring permits for the Keystone pipeline. Since the initial permit application from TransCanada in 2008, the effort to get this oil out of the ground has been unremitting. Where did this relentless pressure come from?

I wanted to find out. As I’ve discovered since my first cross-country ride, things look different from a bicycle seat. Gradually, the idea for the new bike journey began to take shape. I would start in the oil sands of northern Alberta, Canada, where the Keystone oil would come from. Later I would return to visit Hardisty, the place where the pipeline would begin. From there I would ride to another oil frontier, this one in the States. An oil field in western North Dakota has been a center of hydraulic fracturing, or fracking, a technology that has made the United States the leading oil producer in the world. This oil field is known as the Bakken. Oil production in the Bakken was booming at the very depths of the 2008–9 recession. The two deposits, the oil sands and the Bakken, were laid down by the same shallow sea that spread across the center of the continent millions of years ago. I would ride out of the deep forest of Canada’s northlands and across the Great Plains that Canada and the United States share, on a voyage across that ancient ocean.
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1 THE TAKEOFF ROLL
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As we taxied onto the bumpy runway at Fort McMurray Airport, Matt instructed me to put on the headphones and mic so I could talk with him over roar of the engine. A pungent whiff of exhaust floated above the rows of gauges. In the distance, lightning flashed out of the bottom of a cloud.

“See that?” he said. “Another hour and I would have had to scrub on you.” I wasn’t quite sure whether to thank him or not.

Our little Cessna was taking off into the deep forest of northern Alberta, roughly the same latitude as central Hudson Bay. At this time of year, days last for eighteen hours and never really recede into night. Fort McMurray was the staging area and jumping-off point for the bicycle journey. I’d ride through this boreal forest and prairie south to the United States, passing over what had been the shallow sea covering much of the center of North America. Before setting off on the bike, I wanted to see this large and controversial fossil fuel project, the Alberta oil sands, source of the Keystone pipeline oil.

The scale of the operation can only be appreciated from the air. Fort McMurray is the center of the oil sands. Below Alberta’s surface are 55,000 square miles of sand laced with the heavy oil known as bitumen. Open-pit mines, settling basins, processing plants, and man camps sprawl out north of town. The project is also known in the environmental community as the tar sands. Use the latter terminology anywhere near Fort McMurray and you will be corrected, in the gentle Canadian fashion.

I recalled another flight into another oil patch, forty-three years earlier. After I graduated from college, I drove down to Venice, Louisiana, on the delta of the Mississippi River, looking to work in the offshore oil fields in the Gulf of Mexico. Behind the third door I knocked on, a man looked up sullenly from behind a desk.

“How soon can you be ready to go?”

“I’ve got my stuff in the car.”

He handed me a form. “Fill this out quick. That helicopter’s leaving in twenty minutes.”

It was the last I’d see of “the beach” for two weeks. I worked on the offshore oil rigs for the next four months as a roustabout, the oil field term for unskilled labor. My experience gave me some idea of why young people would be attracted to a remote outpost of the dominion of oil. It comes down to two things: money and adventure.

Different motivations brought me back to the oil patch this time around. Since my days on the Gulf, I’ve spent a career working in climate science. As the effects of climate change—the rising seas, the heat waves, the severe storms—grew more evident over the years, it had become clear to me that we don’t have much time left to do something.

Looking at all the accumulating data was more than enough to convince me of climate change and of the role of humans in it, particularly by the burning of fossil fuels and emissions of greenhouse gases. It’s not complicated. Greenhouse gases, primarily carbon dioxide, keep the sun’s energy from radiating back into space, the same way that the windows of your car act to keep heat inside on a sunny day. The sources for these gases are easy to find in things that we all use or find useful: furnaces and tailpipes, jet engines and power plants. But ultimately the source of climate change—the fuel, the carbon—comes from the ground. After I retired from NOAA, I wondered: Where could I see that? Was it possible to go to where climate change comes from?

Fort McMurray is one of the biggest oil projects on the planet, and one of the most remote. It was a place to learn directly about a primary source for our changing climate. It also represented a way to satisfy my odd obsession with bike travel. Not so odd, perhaps—distance cycling brings me close to the land and to discoveries undetected from a car. Behind a windshield, you can’t hear that the distress call of an antelope sounds like the caw of a crow or that the wind through a wheat field makes a low hiss. Another advantage is that a solo cyclist is both unthreatening and approachable, leading to quite a few lunch-counter conversations. A bicycle can be a story machine that way. Each year since my retirement has brought another long ride and a new reason to get back in shape. Another chance to confront Danny Glover’s Lethal Weapon line: “Maybe I’m getting a little old for this shit.”

Fort McMurray would also allow me to return to thinking and writing about climate again. I was fully wrapped up in the idea one day when my wife, Concetta, asked me what was on my to-do list.

“Save the world, write the great American novel, and fix the upstairs toilet,” I said.

A sidelong look ensued. “I’d settle for one out of three,” she said.

Still, the idea of riding to where climate change comes from stuck in the back of my head. Never completely sold on the idea of a solo ride through the wilderness, I set about recruiting a riding companion. It proved to be a little more difficult than I imagined. I’d had a number of stalwart companions on earlier rides, but for some reason they all seemed to be coming up with really important places they needed to be in a year’s time. Jan Kublick and I had found Hemingway’s piano as we rode on El Camino de Santiago across Spain. A willingness to ride long distances for esoteric ends made him a logical candidate. But when I brought up the ride to him, the response was not what I’d hoped for.

“Alberta? But not the Rockies?” He tried to bring me down gently. “Not much in the way of wine up there.”

“Yeah, but I’m sure they’ve got some great craft beers.”

“Seriously? You’d go for beer brewed from the tar sands?”

I was getting the idea this might be a tough sell. Rick Sullivan and I had explored juke joints in the Mississippi Delta on a ride north from New Orleans. He was a little more direct.

“So why exactly would I want to go to the shit show?” he asked. This was looking more and more like a solo ride.

A few other nagging doubts about the trip began to accumulate. I was heading into the deep dark forest of northern Canada, and I could find no guidebooks or blogs about riding in this part of the world. However, a friend helpfully sent a link to an article about a grizzly coming over the guardrail to chase a cyclist in British Columbia. Meals on wheels indeed. I began to envision the boreal forest as populated with toothy creatures intent on tracking me down. Realistically, the threat was more likely to be big oil trucks and narrow shoulders. Considering my background in climate science, some of the people driving those trucks might not exactly take a shine to me. It’s a really quiet road. A little bump and no one would find me for a long time.

But I was still intent on seeing where carbon comes out of the ground. In terms of carbon dioxide released per barrel of crude, Alberta’s oil sands produce some of the dirtiest oil in the world.1 It’s not hard to see why. For oil sands mining, producing one barrel of crude oil means that about two tons of sand must be dug up, moved, and processed with about three barrels of water.2 Heating the water, adding chemicals, and moving it all around uses a tremendous amount of energy, up to a third of the energy content of the bitumen.3 Consider how much energy it takes to melt tar in the middle of an Alberta winter. Heating water means burning things, namely oil and natural gas, adding still more carbon dioxide to the atmosphere.

The oil sands and the process of getting the oil to market have churned politics, and not just of the United States. Climate scientist James Hansen referred to the Keystone Pipeline as “the fuse to the biggest carbon bomb on the planet.”4 People heard this in Canada as well. A proposed pipeline expansion to bring oil sands bitumen west from Alberta to Pacific ports was vehemently opposed by the provincial government of British Columbia. When Kinder Morgan, the company building the pipeline, threatened to pull out because of this opposition, the Canadian national government took the controversial step of purchasing the pipeline to try to ensure its construction. In different directions and in different nations, the oil sands bitumen is seeking to find its way out of the ground, powered by immense financial interests. I wanted to see this giant project in the forest up close, directly. To bear witness, and hopefully not witness bears.

Oil industry people in Fort McMurray would argue, correctly, that even more new carbon is coming out of the ground in the United States, because of the introduction of hydraulic fracturing, or fracking. On my bike ride, I would see that too. The oil sands are far from the only massive oil field in this part of the world. On the other side of the border, in the Bakken, use of fracking has led to an enormous increase in US oil production and altered the global energy equation. In part due to Bakken drilling, the United States surpassed Russia and Saudi Arabia in 2018 as the largest global crude oil producer.5 At the bottom of the recession in 2008, the lowest unemployment rate in the United States was in North Dakota. Williston, the largest settlement in the Bakken, became the States’ newest boomtown. In 2013, analysts of nighttime satellite images began to notice a mysterious patch of light on the high plains of North Dakota, bigger than metropolitan Chicago.6 The mystery didn’t take long to solve. The light was coming from natural gas flaring off thousands of wells.

In the Bakken, what comes up out of the wells besides oil and gas is salt water, leftover brines from that shallow sea that covered much of inland North America millions of years ago. The Alberta oil sands and the Bakken are both remnants of this ancient ocean. They are two holes in the earth from which carbon deposited during those epochs now finds its way back into the atmosphere.

These two massive fossil fuel projects highlight some of the planetary-scale effects of oil and gas operations. A tagline in a Business Insider photo essay on the oil sands crystalized the issue:


Despite how you feel about the environmental impact oil companies may have on the world, they’re not likely to go anywhere while there is still oil left to collect—with or without the Keystone XL pipeline.7



That pretty well summarizes it. Fossil fuel companies, left to their own devices, will extract every profitable drop of oil they can find. Christophe de Margerie, late chairman of the French oil company Total, once gave a terse and candid response to the question of what to keep in the ground: “I am not in charge of the planet.” It shouldn’t surprise anyone. For all the cheery ads about saving butterflies and growing algae, oil companies are mostly about getting fossil fuels from the ground. But extracting and burning all of these huge stocks of oil and gas will lead, by any reasonable interpretation of the science, to an increasingly warm and less habitable planet. Our best estimates are that roughly 80 percent of currently known stocks of fossil fuels need to stay in the ground to keep climate change within somewhat manageable limits.8

We have what appears to be an unstoppable force, the fossil fuel industry, hurtling us toward a mortal threat to the habitability of large parts of the planet. What is the nature of this great force? As I’ve found everywhere I’ve looked, things are different at ground level. I wanted to have a look, to ride between Fort McMurray, Alberta, to Williston, North Dakota. Surely there are nicer places to ride. Some of the appeal was, to paraphrase John F. Kennedy, that I would ride not because it’s easy but because it’s hard. I had the sense that to see these places and describe them was the most important thing I could do.

I set about planning a ride across this ancient sea, to explore its people and places and animals. The journey, from deep forest to prairie to badlands, Canada to the United States, Alberta to Saskatchewan to North Dakota, would stretch 1,100 miles. It’s even more impressive in kilometers. For the entire ride, the dominion of oil would never be far away.

The route is the stuff of deep winter dreams, or nightmares perhaps. In the cold-weather months, planning involved windows of maps and satellite views and motel web sites splayed across and piled onto my computer screen, mirroring the mess of my office. I sought a bicycle route through the boreal forest ending each night with a roof over my head so I wouldn’t have to carry camping gear. The tradeoff for that lighter load was that each day would be committing: I would need to reach that day’s destination and bed, turn back, or spend the night in a ditch. The route that formed on those late nights would entail at least one night in the man camps, the massive prefab lodges built to house oil field workers. It would also involve seventy-five-mile days with few or no settlements along the way. That would be close to the limit for sixty-five-year-old legs, or mine anyway.
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2 THE SKY OVER THE OIL SANDS


[image: ]

Matt was busy as we climbed out of Fort McMurray Airport, sturdy hands on the yoke, talking with the tower, announcing our presence to other aircraft. The air was bouncy and unstable. Our ascent revealed billowing storm clouds, giants towering in the distance, their dark undersides spitting occasional lightning. Matt had a three-day beard and a quiet, confident air. He had seemed almost too big to fit in the cockpit of the four-seater Cessna. When I asked to take his picture before we took off, he instinctively leaned on the front of the plane, fond of this piece of metal that took him into the sky and back every day.

When we reached altitude, I asked about the radio traffic crackling in what I’d thought would be a quiet place.

“They’ve got a fire crew working out to the west,” he said. “Doesn’t sound too bad. Still, it’s the season.”

“But most of your business is for the oil fields, right?”

“There’s some, yeah. But a lot of these little towns up north don’t even have roads in. This time of year there are lots of hunting and fishing parties.”

“How’d you get into being a bush pilot?”

“I pretty much grew up in the cockpit. My uncle flew—still does—and he would take me up all the time. Just came natural.”

I looked back on the Fort Mac airport. I had landed there the night before, after a trip from my home in Maryland. Before that long flight to Canada, I had spent the previous day in my garage in the June heat, disassembling and packing up my Trek bike, trying to pad all the places where it might take a lick on airport carts and conveyors. Like Matt and his Cessna, the bike and I have a certain bond, having come through a dozen trips of 500 miles or more. There’s a little rust spot on the top tube two feet under my chin where my sweat drips. Maybe someday that’s where the frame will break, but for now it’s a mark of how the bike and I feel like a single entity sometimes. The old Trek had been tucked snugly into the belly of the Air Canada flight.

The night before the flight with Matt, my jet arrived into Fort Mac well after midnight. We flew over much of the route I’d be riding. I pondered the ancient ocean a few miles below in the persistent twilight. Summer solstice was just a few days past, and with Fort McMurray at latitude 59° north, darkness was never complete. The Trek and I reunited at baggage claim. I hauled my gear out to a lonely taxi stand, where I had been assured that a van would be forthcoming. Mosquitoes swarmed out of the half-light. I needed more than two hands to keep them off. Welcome to the boreal forest.

I was back in the air the next day in the more intimate confines of Matt’s cockpit. When we leveled off, he became a part-time tour guide. He pointed me to the city of Fort McMurray below. Before returning to the airport, I’d had the chance to wander through the downtown. It’s a clean, modern city of 80,000, with all of the amenities you’d expect: shopping center, library, community college, golf course. In short, not much that would reveal how remote it is. The nearest city of any size is Edmonton, some 270 miles to the south. Yellowknife, in the Northwest Territories, lies 410 miles to the north. The Athabasca River flows north through town on its way to the Arctic Ocean. The view from the cockpit revealed one startling aspect of Fort McMurray: On all sides, it’s surrounded by fire-blackened trees.

Matt motioned for me to look ahead. In the distance, the earth opened up. What I was seeing can only be described as moonscape. The trees had been removed and piled next to a lumber mill on the nearby Athabasca River. The face of the land was one of terraced, open-pit mines, conveyor belts hauling oil sands, and massive processing plants called upgraders. Water was everywhere, from puddles in the mines to rivers to lakes, both naturally formed and constructed for waste disposal. On the mine face, massive orange shovels took multi-ton bites of oil sand and deposited them into fleets of waiting trucks that dumped the sand into giant vats.

The stream of trucks moving from the mine face appeared like lines of ants moving on an anthill, but the trucks are anything but tiny. In fact, they’re the biggest in the world. The tires alone cost $60,000 apiece. Matt pointed down to one string of trucks.

“I know a guy who runs one. He says it’s like driving your house from the upstairs bathroom window.”

A white structure with dozens and dozens of wings sprawled near the river. The lodge, better known as a man camp, was built to house the hundreds of workers that run the mines. Each wing of the camp has twenty-three rooms. I’d have a chance to see one up close in a few days.

Most evident from the air were the tailings ponds. Before coming to Fort McMurray, I’d seen them in the satellite view on Google Maps. “Pond” is a serious euphemism for some of the largest man-made structures on the planet. Separating oil from sand creates, as a byproduct, a mixture of water, fine silt, and largely toxic industrial solvents called tailings that initially float on the surface of these giant lakes. It takes years for the materials to settle out. The scale is staggering. Vast pools of oil and chemicals swirl across the surface off lethal shorelines.

This bitumen froth has a strange beauty to it. Matt and I flew over a tailings pond that from the air resembled the mottled brown-and-white foam in a latte. A 1942 report on an early separation plant stated, “Tailings disposal will require a large area.” By 1989, the tailings ponds were larger than the city of Fort McMurray.1

The issues with tailings disposal had been highlighted on a snowy day in April 2008. It was the season for waterfowl migration. Flocks of mallards and mergansers were on the move north to their summer feeding grounds in the Peace–Athabasca Delta just as a late season blizzard was subsiding. Tailings ponds are normally surrounded with propane-fueled sound cannons to keep birds away. The sound cannons weren’t working on the Syncrude Aurora Settling Basin that day. The open water, or what looked like water, must have been a tempting place to land. A total of 1,611 ducks went in. Five came out. Photographs of lumps on the surface of the tailings pond were on the front pages of newspapers around the world.2

Matt banked right at the northernmost point of our flight. He pointed out a small community below us.

“That’s Fort McKay. Wouldn’t live there,” he volunteered. “Just some nasty smells.”

He wasn’t exaggerating. Oil sands mines and upgrading plants are far closer to the First Nations community of Fort McKay than to the larger Fort McMurray further south. That summer in Fort McKay saw the introduction of an app to report odors coming off the oil sands. As one resident said, “The sulphur smells like rotten eggs, and the ammonia smells like strong cat pee.”3

As we turned south, back to Fort McMurray, we passed over more open-pit mines, and one tailings pond after another. Boats glided across the larger ponds, dragging orange booms out from the industrial shoreline into the oil sheen, separating the bitumen from more open water parts of the giant lake.

Green began to reappear below us, but not quite how I was expecting. For miles and miles, what looked to be regrowth of grass and bushes lay below blackened tree trunks.

Amid a landscape of refineries and roads, open-pit mines and heavy equipment, what caught my eye were bright, square, golden slabs. One of the byproducts of the processing of oil sands is sulfur, far more than anyone can use. Below us, on the property of the Syncrude plant north of Fort McMurray, monumental gold structures, poured from elemental liquid sulfur, dominated the landscape. One calculation puts them, by both base area and volume, as larger than the Great Pyramid of Giza.4 Everything about the oil sands is huge.

The thunderheads moved closer as Matt turned to line us up on the runway. He set the wheels down gently on the tarmac and taxied over to McMurray Aviation. He chocked the wheels for the approaching storm as I was unlocking my bike. We shook hands, and I managed to get in the door of my next stop before the squall line swept across.

The Oil Sands Discovery Centre is a big, modern museum set up by the province of Alberta and dedicated to telling the story of the oil sands as a Canadian national project. The narrative is of “doers and dreamers” looking to harness this vast oil deposit. Working the oil sands is anything but new. One of the first patents on the hot-water process used to separate oil from the sands was obtained back in the 1920s. After many false starts, production really began to take off in the early 2000s.

By 2006, Alberta’s employment rolls were adding new jobs at a pace of ten thousand a month. Fort McMurray became a full-scale boomtown. The newly employed were living in campers in hotel parking lots, renting out backyard toolsheds, and sleeping in tent villages on the outskirts of town through a subarctic winter. Meanwhile that same year, the Smithsonian Folklife Festival in Washington, DC, featured the culture of Alberta. A Caterpillar haul truck from the oil sands with its two-hundred-ton dump bed was parked on the National Mall.5 Alberta was in full swagger mode.

The oil business is notorious for its booms and busts, and the oil sands are subject to the same swings. An oil price crash in 2014 brought Fort McMurray back down to earth. Yet another in 2020, driven by the coronavirus outbreak and a price war in the global oil markets, has oil prices below the break-even point for most Canadian producers.6 Still, Canada remains a major international oil exporter. For all the discussion of the Middle East, the United States gets more foreign oil from Canada than anywhere else.

The last section of the Oil Sands Discovery Centre is labeled “Environment.” It features a pipeline with a cheery cartoon voice emerging from its depths to explain how oil gets to market. A tagline on the last panel states, “When we use energy from the oil sands to make our lives more pleasant, it has an impact and an environmental cost.” Just what that cost is cannot be found in the Discovery Centre. But outside, framing the entrance to the Centre, are two matched pairs of charred trees.



Late the next afternoon, I waited at a window table of the Fort McMurray McDonalds. Though we’d never met, I recognized Bryan immediately from the photo he’d sent. His expression had a certain openness, and he had big, broad shoulders—just what would you expect from a power engineer. Our meeting was both random and fortuitous. He had encountered two cycling friends of mine on a trip to British Columbia. They mentioned that I was a writer visiting Fort McMurray by bike. He told them that he could take me around the oil sands operation. In later texts to me, he said that he “could offer a different perspective about the oil sands that might not be as familiar as what you see in the media.” That was how he came to be stepping down from his SUV in the McDonalds lot.

I introduced myself as he came in the door. He had a strong handshake and a direct way of talking. Bryan isn’t his real name, as he had some unauthorized stories about the oil patch.

“I understand you’re from here,” I said.

“Born and raised,” he nodded. “Grew up with the town.”

“I appreciate your carving out the time, and I know it was a stretch for you to make it here.” We’d had a couple of reschedules. “I’ve met a few folks working in town, but you’re the first from the oil patch proper. Could you tell me just what a power engineer does?”

“Well, I’ve worked a lot with the boilers that liquify the bitumen up here. Water and steam and chemicals moving around keep this place going. It takes a lot to get the oil out up here. Not just sticking a straw in the ground and sucking it out like they do in Saudi Arabia. But we’ve still got some good daylight. Want to take a ride up to Syncrude?”

“Love to.”

The shadows were lengthening as we rolled north through Fort McMurray to the open pit mining areas, part of what I’d flown over the day before. The roads were filled with pickups, many with poles on the back known as “buggy whips” to alert drivers of the much larger oil sands trucks to their presence. This is indeed the land of trucks. The local brewery even has a Lift Kit Lager.

Our first stop was next to a major tailings pond. Up a hill overlooking the pond was the Bison Viewpoint, a viewing area for wood buffalo that’s part of land reclaimed from the mines. The buffalo weren’t far, well fenced off from the tailings pond, but the mosquitoes chased us away in the low light. Not far up the road was Gateway Hill, a forest that was also once an old mine. Still further on, Bryan pointed to what looked like a giant sand pit.

“This is an old mine site where they’re working on reclamation. They use sand left over from the already processed oil sands. They add nutrients and replant, eventually returning the mine to as natural a type of place as can be, considering what the area went through to get there.”

I had my skepticism. From the air, Gateway Hill and the Bison Viewpoint appear as tiny green patches in a sea of open-pit mines and tailings ponds. The oil companies’ most optimistic accounting is that about 11 percent of the area disturbed has been or is being reclaimed.7 But local ecologists assert that the intensive disturbances change fundamental biological processes, making it impossible to fully restore the affected lands. They maintain that the principal aim of these reclamation projects is to get the social license needed for the companies to continue operating.8 The companies have certainly expended a lot of effort to produce these forests and grasslands. While the area of the reclamation projects was quite small, they were directly adjacent to the road.

In 1787, Russian Empress Catherine the Great went on a tour of newly acquired regions of her empire. The story goes that for her benefit, minister Grigory Potemkin had small portable settlements built along the banks of the river before she went by. Ever since, a construction built to convince onlookers that the situation is better than it is goes by the name of a Potemkin Village. Driving past Gateway Hill and the Bison Viewpoint, my sense was that we might be looking on a Potemkin forest.

Our next stop was an industrial plant, a maze of pipes and towers, what looked like a refinery to my untrained eye. Bryan explained it for me.

“This is the Syncrude upgrader facility. Spent a good bit of time here. When Exxon bought Syncrude, they did a lot of cost cutting. Brought in all the real serious oilmen from Houston.” He gave a little wry smile. “But they just didn’t know how to handle forty-below winters. Ice castles are all over the plant. We had these little heaters all around that were keeping the pipes thawed. They cut them out as a cost saving measure. Quite a mess. Safety just went down the tubes.”

Bryan looked up at the stacks of the plant. “I thought I was going to show you a lot more going on. But it doesn’t look like the plant’s running right now.”

He was right. A transformer explosion had brought the Syncrude plant down for several months. Some measure of the importance of this operation is that the ripple effects had increased global oil prices. According to Bloomberg News, the Syncrude outage influenced prices more than a recent OPEC action.9

Not far from the upgrader, Bryan pulled up to an active tailings pond, the rainbow sheen on the surface glistening behind a chain-link fence. In the gathering twilight, I heard what at first sounded like the thump-thump of distant artillery, as though we were on some kind of battlefield. The pounding was the report of propane cannons sounding continuously across the toxic landscape. Between the blasts, speakers broadcast recordings of raptor calls. Hawk silhouettes were posted on pilings out in the water. The companies were clearly taking great pains to discourage birds from landing. The site of the duck disaster was made to appear just as deadly for waterfowl as it was.

On the way back into town, I noticed a notch on the horizon. I thought it was the road out of town.

“Looks like that’s where I’m headed,” I said.

Bryan tapped on his glasses. “Might be time for a stronger prescription, my friend. That notch is a transmission tower, connecting the Alberta grid to the rest of North America. A lot of that electricity ends up in California, so LA is one of the biggest consumers of oil sands electricity. Something I’m sure Darryl Hannah might turn a blind eye to when it comes to lighting up her mansion at night.”

Bryan’s was a familiar and valid refrain in the oil patch: We’re doing a dirty, dangerous job producing stuff that everyone uses. There’s no trace of apology in his manner. In a later email, he would write:


Stay in touch and please spread the word that although we’re from the oil sands, we’re not bad people. We all want a better future for the planet and to leave it greener than we found it, and we’re trying our best to learn better and more efficient ways of processing the oil sands every day. We’re all just kind of caught between a rock and a hard place with having to pay bills, put food on the table, and eventually retire.



Bryan and I surely disagree on many things. On one side of that disagreement lies the future of the planet, the loss of many coastal cities, vanishing habitability for significant areas, and a reshuffling of the evolutionary deck. On the other side lies the future of Bryan’s livelihood, and that of Fort McMurray, the province of Alberta, and a fair piece of the world. In many ways, this exemplifies the climate change problem. The benefits of extracting fossil fuels are here and now, and they keep Bryan’s home town afloat. The environmental costs are global and will be with us for thousands of years.

We drove back toward Fort McMurray on a ridge above town. Bryan had a certain wistfulness as he pointed to the town below.

“We used to have some monumental traffic jams in town back ten years ago. It’s not such a problem now.” I’d seen some boarded-up storefronts along Franklin Avenue, Fort McMurray’s main drag. “And the aspen around town would turn yellow in the fall. They’re all gone now.”

We turned into Timberlea, Bryan’s old neighborhood. The landscape was of delivery trucks, piles of construction material, half-framed structures: homes, town houses, apartments in various stages of completion. He pointed out the fire scars on the siding of one house. He began to spin the tale of the great fire of 2016. Around this part of the world, they call it The Beast.
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