
OUR OBSESSION WITH THE OIL
A song about whaling might just as well apply to our hunt for oil in the ocean

“Oh, John Cook, ye have taken us to 
hell
Locked up in the ice off Baffin Island.
We've been here for a year, now the 
water's comin' clear;
Won't you set for home, John Cook, 
without the oil?”
Schooner Fare

Does this obsession sound famil-
iar? The singing group Schooner 
Fare wrote and sang this song 
about a sea captain who could not 
stop hunting whales. His obsession 
for oil and money locked him in the 
ice with his crew. 

The obsession for whales has deep 
roots in American culture. Remem-
ber Moby Dick, surely one of the 

finest novels written by an Ameri-
can. Herman Melville wrote this af-
ter hearing of the attack by a sperm 
whale on the Whaler Essex. 
Twenty one souls escaped, only to 
experience death, and even canni-
balism, as they rowed and sailed to 
South America. The obsession for 
oil and money led the Nantucket 
captain of the Essex to go out to 
sea again, only to run aground on a 
coral reef. He finished his career on 
the night watch in Nantucket. 

And where will we finish our lives 
and on what night watch? We are 
every bit as obsessed with oil as 
Captain Ahab was with the great 
white whale. We need the oil and 
we will go anywhere, encourage 

anyone, and endanger just about 
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Great Wave Off Kanagawa
This famous image is the great 
wave, as captured by the Japanese 
artist Hokusai. The wave is famous 
for its beauty and reality.
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any living creature, just to get the 
oil. 

Yes, this is a plaintive cry to switch 
away from oil and it even is one of 
those cries that is rather divorced 
from my own use of a gas-powered 
automobile, and oil-heated house, 
and planes that run on highly toxic 
jet fuel. I am one of you and you 
are one of me.

The irony of this accident is obvi-
ous. U.S. President Obama re-
cently announced an expansion of 
oil drilling in the Gulf of Mexico, off 
the middle Atlantic United States 
and off the north coast of Alaska. 
Now all is on hold because of a 
spill that still cannot be controlled. It 
is also well known that this BP well 
was not protected up to the most 
advanced standards known. But 
even if an emergency closing de-
vice, used in European drilling op-
erations, was employed here, could 
we still be sure that the well would 
not blow out? Ultimately, rare acci-
dents are just as we describe them. 
They are unanticipated and often 
defy our ability to anticipate rare 
but crucial conditions. 

Our knowledge of these accidents 
began with the blowout of a well off  
of the coast of Santa Barbara, Cali-
fornia. Crude oil and tar from a well 
six miles offshore washed on the 
shore and, to this day, further drill-
ing of this coast has been banned. 
The people of California were ap-
palled at finding 10,000 dead sea-
birds and oil over a wide swath of 
coastline, including the Channel 
Islands. Still, an oil company in the 
1970s managed to print a glossy 
booklet, replete with pictures of the 
great things oil companies do! This 
included a picture of a family hav-
ing a picnic on an enormous tar ball 
on a beach in California. I am sure 
we wish we had lots more tar balls 
to accommodate more tables, 
maybe to make up a tar beach res-
taurant!

By any standard, the amount of oil 
leaking from the BP deep ocean 
well is not at the extreme. The well, 
by reports, is leaking 120,000 gal-
lons a day, but a 1979 blowout of a 
Mexican Pemex well leaked tens of  
millions of gallons. We can even 
see that the frequency of deep sea 
well accidents appears to be going 
down. But don’t be fooled: It only 
takes one Katrina, one BP blowout, 
one Exxon Valdez to wreak de-
struction that will last for decades. 
We environmental folks are accus-
tomed to complain about the ag-
gregate effects of the many (fish-
ermen, polluters, etc). But single 
events, often unpredictable, can be 
devastating. We know not how the 
BP accident will play out, but it is a 
typical accidental catastrophe: 
Well-meaning people tried to pre-
vent it, but needed something valu-
able, so a risk was considered 
necessary. Was it?

As the oil washed on shore, coastal 
marshes will be smothered and 
crucial players in wetlands sytems, 
including plants, crabs, oysters, 
worms and other creatures will 
cease to process nutrients, provide 
seafood, provide substratum and 
shelter for many species from their 
predators and countless other eco-
system services that are enjoyed 
by people, usually without their 
knowledge. Now thousands of fish-
ers will be thrown out of work, tour-
ists will cancel their summer vaca-
tions, and the numerous busi-
nesses that depend on their visits 
will be thrown into a chaos that 
piles on the massive recession that 
faces the world today.

We cannot change our depend-
ence upon the oil with a snap of the 
finger. The United States govern-
ment must take a more aggressive 
lead in unshackling our depend-
ence upon oil. A good first start 
would be to set goals for powering 
entire regions with wind and solar. 
Sure, it is not economically practi-
cal to convert the United States to 
other sources. But what about New  

Mexico; what about Arizona? On 
the international level, what about 
Mexico? What about Australia? It is 
practical right now for a United 
States effort and a world wide effort 
to carve immediate goals for politi-
cal units such as countries, states, 
and cities.

The same can be said for wind 
power, which is already practical for 
countries like Norway and for major 
regions such as the spine up the 
middle of the United States. With-
out goals for populations we will get 
nowhere. Such grand projects will 
also inspire us and bring down the 
cost of materials. I am waiting for 
governments to stop holding meet-
ings such as the one in Copenha-
gen, that seems to hold no con-
stituency to account. I am also 
waiting for my own country to do 
something real and be beholden to 
an obsession for a tiny amount of 
oil that can be extracted from our 
sea bed. Everyone knows that the 
scope for discovery is trivial relative 
to our needs.

I am also waiting for individuals, 
even self-proclaimed conservation-
ists, to get real and actually support 
wind farms in their marine back 
yards. I am waiting for corporations 
to stop calling themselves imagi-
neers and using pseudo-sunflowers 
in their logos. It says a lot that we 
are stupid enough to take these 
phony symbols seriously. 

We Americans know that we need 
to have a major change of attitude 
toward energy if for the sake of na-
tional security alone. But we also 
see our planet deteriorating rapidly. 
Whether it be global warming, 
acidification, the addition of toxins 
to our waters or all of the above, 
we need a sea change. We need to 
put the ocean drillers on the night 
watch and move on.
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