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SB:   Where were you and what were you doing when you heard about the oil spill?  
 
BH:   At the time of the oil spill I was a ship’s mate. Id been working on boats since 1974, so I 
had a good many years in. I was a licensed captain, but I was sailing as mate on the Glacier, a 
125-foot landing craft.  
 
We had been up the inlet and we had a few days off, so I went home to Halibut Cove; I was 
living there at the time. I no sooner got my bags unpacked than I got the call that the Exxon 
Valdez had hit Bligh Reef. I didn’t have enough information to have an emotional response, I 
just had to go; the boat was leaving. All I had time to do was get my stuff and get to town.  
 
I knew that it was bad but I didn’t know how bad until I actually got on scene. Of course, we 
had radio communication on the way there. It took 18 hours to get to the site, which was 
relatively quick.  
 
At that time Alyeska was in charge of the spill scene. Their response was to get the emergency 
equipment needed, which they said they had on hand. They had assured the state of Alaska 
that they had the ways and the means to handle any sort of emergency whatsoever. We found 
this all to be totally untrue. They couldn’t get to their gear for two weeks. Don’t ask me why. I 
don’t know if it was snowed in, locked in or if they even had it, but they couldn’t get it for two 
weeks.  
 
What I remember most is pulling up in the early afternoon; we could see the Exxon Valdez and 
other boats on the radar, then all of a sudden the seas just went flat calm and we hit the oil. I 
was overcome with not only an emotional feeling, but a chemical feeling as well because the 
fumes were so strong, and now we were in the midst of the oil. All you could see was black 
sludge everywhere. The fumes ... if you’d thrown a match, wed have blown up; that’s how bad 
the fumes were. It made everyone’s eyes run. Of course, they were running anyway when we 
saw what we saw.  
 
So there was a lot going on, all the emotion involved of seeing the destruction. Alyeska was 
telling boats to come and to go; they couldn’t make a decision; it was pure chaos with just the 
few vessels that were there.  
 
SB:   Approximately how many vessels were on site at that point?  
 
BH:   We were the biggest vessel, and there were some small fishing boats around. We were 
just waiting for equipment to start booming. We figured we were going to boom off the whole 
area. But ... no gear. No booms. Nothing.  
 
Alyeska just didn’t know what to do. A little bitty day breeze came up, a one-foot chop, and 
with the oil calming everything down, it was just ridiculous, but whoever was in charge decided 
that all the boats should go to anchor. So we went to anchor.  
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It was my watch, fortunately, and I was able to use the radio. Using the radio was a coveted 
thing. The first call I got out on the marine operator (there were no cell phones then) was to 
Clem Tillion, because he knew I was going and he had been in contact with different people 
and he was told that basically it was nothing, maybe 500 gallons, no big deal. I said, Clem, 
they’re lying. Its terrible. There’s oil everywhere. They need to light this ship on fire and burn 
off the oil.  
 
(With any kind of maritime training, that’s a consideration ... should we just burn this fuel off? 
No, that was not an option. Exxon did not want to lose their ship.)  
 
I was crying, telling Clem, I just want you to know its not what they’re saying. Its really a 
catastrophe and something has got to be done.  
 
That night there were other boats coming and going. I cant remember if it was by airplane or 
boat, but I was able to get a letter off. I sent it directly to the Homer News. I don’t remember 
exactly what I said, but I was asking for all available vessels to come to the rescue. There was 
no sense in them being parked; they needed to come and help boom off this oil that was 
flowing everywhere.  
 
We were still at anchor. Before it got dark we watched the oil hit Night Island. That was island 
number one, and from then on it just went downhill.  
 
We finally did get some equipment. They put a fish pump on us, the kind that tenders use to 
vacuum up salmon, and the next day we were actually sucking up oil. We thought, all right! 
This is working pretty darn good.  
 
The minute they saw it was working, we got sent over to some little anchorage and they pulled 
the pump off our boat. They said they wanted us to try some new equipment. This was a 
couple days into it. Equipment was starting to come in. Not from Alyeska, mind you, but from 
countries all over the world, people were sending equipment they had on hand for a spill. The 
equipment we got was, I believe, from the North Sea somewhere. It was a skimmer. We tried it 
and it involved a whole lot of mechanical work to the boat to make it operate. It was starting to 
work, but by now the oil was already starting to hit the beaches and coves. We were in a little 
cove and actually skimming some oil when I got too close to the beach - we had this arm that 
stuck way out - and I crunched it and put us out of business with the skimmer.  
 
So we got sent to anchor again. By now the viscosity of the oil was such that the top was 
getting crusted over. There was so much debris, so many birds, sea otters, sea lions, even 
whales. They were all dead, just floating.  
 
Fishing boats were booming off little coves, trying to keep the oil off the beach. Everyone was 
trying to do the best they could, but basically we were all a bunch of failures, from the 
equipment to the boat handlers, everything.  
 
During this time the Glacier got sold. When I went there, Tony Neal owned the boat but it was 
in the process of being sold to a conglomerate that had to do with the oil industry, so they sent 
all their people to the ship.  
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It was wild and crazy. There was oil everywhere. We had to roll out the rolls of oil absorbent 
pads to carpet the wheel house, to carpet the whole boat; there were rolls of oil pads 
everywhere because there was oil on all the equipment and all over the boat. Everyone’s eyes 
were swollen to where we could hardly see. I never had sinus problems, and I had a sinus 
problem so bad that I could hardly breathe. By this time there were all kinds of people on the 
scene, there were medics and doctors; whatever you wanted, they would bring it to you.  
 
Now the chain of command had gone from Alyeska to a group called Clean Seas. The Clean 
Seas people were actually doing a very good job of organizing and actually getting a work plan 
together for all these boats that were showing up. People were showing up to help, bringing 
food and whatever else that was needed. So there was some kind of order, even though it was 
still chaos. They were trying to do a dirty job, not knowing how to do it, but everyone was 
trying to do the best they could.  
 
On our boat all these people started getting sick from the particles that were coming apart from 
this oil pad, these little fibrous things. So once again I got on the radio and asked them to 
please find out what was in it and if it was toxic; if so, what did we need to do to protect 
ourselves? We couldn’t breathe properly and we couldn’t see; it was really bad. They came back 
to us a few hours later and said, You absolutely do not have to worry, threes nothing in the oil-
absorb ant pads that would make you sick. You must have bad colds. We just had to live with 
that; we knew we didn’t have bad colds.  
 
We had chaos trying to get the oil out of the ocean, we had boats everywhere, people 
everywhere, and now Clean Seas had been fired and the Coast Guard had taken over command 
of the whole thing.  
 
All the equipment started to roll in from just about every country imaginable. By now we were 
into the first week. The oil was getting so hard and so much stuff was in it that it started to 
sink. Of course, it had already hit the beaches. It was stuck all over the beaches, and we were 
seeing a lot of deaths. More birds, fish floating, whales, deer, everything you can think of. The 
only thing we didn’t see floating was people; thank God we didn’t see that.  
 
We worked day and night; there was very little sleep. They did feed us well; we had cooks and 
they gave us lots of food to keep up our energy. They tried to get us whatever we needed to 
keep going. In our case it was welders. We never did get our fish pump back; I don’t know 
what happened to that. There were other boats that had fish pumps working.  
 
Three weeks were into this now and Imp thinking, I cant take any more of this. The skipper of 
the boat now has moved onto his regular job with another company and Vie asked for a relief. 
They said, Were trying to find you a relief but we don’t know when one is going to show up.  
 
Finally a few days later someone did show up and I left the boat. Vie never been so glad to 
leave a place. When I got home I went into a deep depression. The oil had now hit Kodiak, and 
it was starting to come around the corner.  
 
At that time I had just gotten into aqua culture; I had a little mussel farm going in Halibut Cove 
Lagoon. I had just bought my boat the year before, the Arch Cape. I decided it was a darn 
good thing I came home because now I had experience and I kind of knew what it might take 
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to protect Halibut Cove. It became a town effort,  we cut logs; actually I wasn’t involved in that 
process.  
 
I heard that contracts were being given all around. I went to town (Homer) for the first time 
and there was a big meeting. I went to hear an Exxon guy talk. Before I knew it, I was in his 
face, so to speak, calling him a liar, because I had just been there. I had been in the war and 
returned and he was not telling the truth. So I said, What you’re saying is not true.  
 
At that point all Exxon could do was throw money at us, and they threw so much money that 
people would shut their mouths because they knew they were either going to get a contract or 
they were going to get a job, or somehow they were going to get appeased financially if 
nothing else.  
 
I didn’t shut my mouth, but through the contacts I had, the people from Halibut Cove who were 
working in the oil spill office gave me a contract with my boat to protect China Poot Creek. So 
here I go, on a new job. The people in the cove are taking initiative and they’re building booms 
and basically blocking off all entrances to the cove. They said, We don’t have enough power or 
resources to do Halibut Cove Lagoon. That’s a real tidal area as well as where I was, at China 
Poot. The current in there is four and a half knots at times, so you’ve got this rush of flow four 
times a day.  
 
So were trying to boom off this creek in this little cove and the currents are just slopping us 
around. I said, Okay we need chain and anchors and more line and another boat would really 
be nice; I don’t have very much power. So they get us everything. They get us more boats, 
chain, anchors, they get us everything we ask for and still the boom will not hold. So were 
unprotected.  
 
Fortunately, the predominant winds had not switched from north to south; it was still blowing 
from the north. The waves and currents were blowing out. As the oil tried to come around the 
corner, it got blown from Kachemak Bay and went down Shelikof Strait: bad for them, good for 
us. Then it hit the Barren Islands. So even though they were spending tons of money and a lot 
of effort to keep the bays boomed off, I don’t think any amount of money or effort would have 
kept the oil out. It was just by the grace of God that things hadn’t changed and that the oil 
went south.  
 
That contract only lasted a little while and by then I had had enough of oil for a lifetime, and 
enough of Exxon for a lifetime. I didn’t want to have anything to do with any of them. So I 
went back to fishing.  
 
I had a contract for tendering in lower Cook Inlet, and it looked like it was going to be a good 
year, but they shut us down; they shut all the fishermen down. They expected that either the 
fish or the boats would be contaminated. I believe there was some fishing going on in 
Kachemak Bay, and I was able to do my halibut fishing there because it was untouched.  
 
I don’t know that much except for the pictures I saw of the oil around Picnic Harbor and Gore 
Point and Pearl Island; a lot of my friends worked on the spill there. They were really starting to 
get into the cleaning, the washing of the beaches and so forth on all the islands. They were 
trying to mop it up everywhere, but you could still go over there today and dig down and find 
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oil on the beaches. There’s no way anyone could get the oil that had already sunk to the 
bottom. So what you have is destruction all the way from the top of the ocean filtering down to 
all levels; you’ve killed all the plankton, everything. If you look at the map, its unbelievable the 
number of miles the oil covered and the layers that it covered.  
 
It upsets me so, that it could have been prevented. They should have had a plan in effect from 
the very beginning. Alyeska somehow appeased the state, saying, We have the equipment, we 
have the know-how, we can handle anything that happens. And they didn’t; they lied. They 
didn’t have a clue, and they didn’t have the equipment.  
 
The only good thing that happened is that people got to test their equipment and know that it 
was not very good and, hopefully, fifteen or twenty years later the equipment they have for oil 
spill protection now is better and more user-friendly. Before, nobody was trained in how to use 
it, on this major level anyway.  
 
SB:   Considering the pollution that happens every day around the world, why do you think that 
the Exxon Valdez oil spill was such an important event?  
 
BH:   I know threes a lot of pollution that happens on a daily basis, but I don’t think we see the 
death toll of animals and wildlife on a daily basis that we did with this particular incident. I 
know the cutting of the trees and fires and pollution destroys a lot of wildlife, but if we had an 
oil spill every day there wouldn’t be anything left. There would be no birds or wildlife or food 
left to eat.  
 
The lesson is that we don’t need to have any more oil spills or any more crises like this. The 
lesson is to not let it happen again.  
 
The sad part is that we really haven’t come that far. We still have single-hull tankers. They’ve 
been given extensions and extensions. The oil companies are the ones that have all the money; 
they have all the means to fix these ships. Imp not sure that double-hulled ships would work. 
Imp sure they’d help, especially if they ran aground. But there are other factors that could 
break a ship in two, or other catastrophes.  
 
We have to become less dependent on oil. On the local level, we need to keep tankers out of 
Kachemak Bay. The only reason they come in here is to pick up the pilots of Southwest Pilots 
Association. They could just as easily pick up those pilots around the corner than right across 
the way from us (she points to Yukon Island). That’s not a very safe place to pick up a pilot.  
 
SB:   When you say pick them up around the corner, you mean where?  
 
BH:   There are lots of coves that a pilot ship could anchor, like Port Chatham, and run out to 
meet a ship in the ocean so that they wouldn’t have to come in to shore. There’s no reason why 
pilots should be steaming from Cook Inlet to Kachemak Bay on a daily basis just to pick up a 
pilot.  
 
Granted, pilots are necessary, especially for foreign ships. But inviting them into our backyard is 
not the answer. What we need to do is get the pilots station away from our area, away from 
any bays where people live. That means the pilots boat would be meeting the ship out in the 
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middle of the ocean, which is fine by me. But the pilots business is very strong politically. No 
one has ever really stood up to them, to get them out of here.  
 
Vie thought for many years, why? why? I was hoping that the local watchdog group, Cook Inlet 
Keeper, would start getting the pilots and the boats meeting somewhere else. Vie seen them 
come so close. When I used to live on the beach, there were times I thought they were going 
to run aground, they came in so close, but no one ever says anything about it. I know that’s 
true because whenever I bring it up, people agree, but no one has ever really said, Lets do 
something about this, lets not have them come in here. They’re still coming in. I see a couple 
every day, just to pick up a pilot.  
 
SB:   Have you been able to put this experience to rest in your own life?  
 
BH:   Time heals everything. When you called last night, the oil spill was the last thing on my 
mind. But after you brought it up, I was unable to sleep; it was like playing a bad movie over 
and over. There are two disasters Vie seen in my life. The first was the beetle kill of the trees. I 
watched every tree around me die. Over the course of twenty years, that was hard to watch. I 
thought nothing could top that. Then when the oil spill happened ... well, nothing can top the 
oil spill.  
 
I put it in the back of my mind, but every time I see a tanker ... by the way, I was almost killed 
by a tanker last year in the inlet. We were in a squall and my radar didn’t pick up this huge 
blob. My boat is wood, so he didn’t see me. It was just by the grace of God that he didn’t run 
right over me; it was so close. So every time I see a tanker, threes fear one way or the other: is 
it going to spill? Is it going to crash? But no, Ill never forget the oil spill as long as I live. I can 
put it out of my mind but Ill never forget it.  
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