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Author’s Note


This oily
odyssey came about due to the inspiration and tireless efforts of The Global Mail, based in Sydney,
Australia. In particular, I am indebted to Lauren Martin and Sam Bungey, two of
the finest and funnest editors on the planet. Thanks, mates.
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1. Fort McCrack


I was midway
along the Highway of Death when the source of the road’s nickname became clear.
Route 63 connects Alberta’s capital, Edmonton, to the province’s remote
Northeast and the oil boomtown of Fort McMurray. For the first two hours of my
drive, I passed through farmland before entering the vast boreal forest that
blankets northern Canada in bog and evergreens. Scenic and serene—except for
the heavy truck traffic and forest of warning signs by the road: LOGS MAY SWING INTO YOUR LANE, DISTRACTED DRIVING LAW IN EFFECT, THINK AND DRIVE.


Drivers didn’t
seem distracted; they seemed suicidal. Pickups leapfrogged the log trucks and
oil tankers, swerving back into the right lane a second before oncoming trucks
swooshed past. Or they darted onto the right shoulder to pass bloated
tractor-trailers marked OVERSIZE
LOAD.
Road crews were busy widening the narrow highway, which only added to the dust,
jumpiness, and mayhem.


Four crosses
appeared by the highway, a memorial to travelers who didn’t make it. I turned
off at a lonely outpost called Wandering River, which offered the last gas and
food for 125 miles.


I must have
looked rattled, because a man at the Midway Café smiled and asked, “First time
up here?”


First time in
Alberta, I told him, my very first day. “Hopefully not your last, eh?” he said.


Randy Falenda
was a long-haired trucker who had worked in U.S. and Canadian oilfields for
thirty years. But nothing compared to his past five trucking along the Highway
of Death. “I’ve almost killed or been killed on this road a dozen times,” he
said.


Randy Falenda, truckdriver on the Highway of Death
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Today he was
hauling two tanks loaded with propane and natural gas. “The minute anyone
crashes into me, it’s poof.” This didn’t
slow drivers fleeing Fort McMurray on their days off, or speeding back in time
for their next shift in the oilfields. Nor were they deterred by moose, or ice,
or blowing snow. “Half the drivers out there are high as kites, in a hurry to
get nowhere,” he said.


I followed
Falenda outside to his thirty-two-wheeler, and wished him safe travels. He
climbed into the truck’s cab and shouted back, “Have fun in Fort McCrack.”


***


At sunset I
reached Fort McMurray, though it was hard to tell where exactly the town began
or ended. Originally a fur-trading post, nestled in a river valley, the town
was now a shapeless sprawl of trailer parks, half-built housing blocks, and
heavy equipment yards strung along the highway. The center, if you could call
it that, was a low-rise downtown that appeared to have been bypassed by the
recent construction boom. My hotel, the two-star Nomad, stood across the street
from a drug-testing clinic and the Salvation Army, where men lined up in the
cold in hopes of a bed.


At check-in, I
learned that the first snow had fallen the previous night—two weeks before
Halloween. Fort McMurray lies at a latitude more northerly than Moscow. Winter
temperatures average
minus
two degrees Fahrenheit and can dip to minus sixty. The only way to drive from
here to the more northerly settlement of Fort Chipewyan is by an “ice road”
across frozen lakes and bogs.


Fort McMurray
might have remained a frigid and forgotten outpost if not for the curious
phenomenon recorded by early explorers and fur traders like Alexander
Mackenzie. In the 1780s, he described deep black pools bubbling on the
surface—“bitumenous fountains,” he called them—and veins of the same substance
running through the sandy banks of the Athabasca River. Natives, he wrote,
mixed the bitumen with tree resin to “gum” or seal their canoes.


More than two
centuries later, this black pitch is fueling an energy boom so explosive that
it has the potential to reshape the global economy and environment. Alberta’s
bitumen holds the third-largest oil reserve in the world—more than in Iraq or
Iran, and enough to power North America for decades. And it’s all in friendly
Canada! A land better known until now for its strategic reserve of maple syrup.


To boosters,
this bonanza represents a steady stream of “ethical oil” from Canada rather
than “conflict oil” from less friendly and stable suppliers in the Middle East
and elsewhere. To detractors, this same oil spells the end of the planet.
Bitumen isn’t oil you can suck from a well, as if with a straw. It’s a dense
goop, like melted asphalt, that has to be ripped or propelled from the earth
and heavily processed, using immense amounts of energy and water. As a result,
bitumen oil generates much more greenhouse gas than conventional fuels—up to 23
percent more, depending on the study. As the NASA scientist James Hansen
famously warned in 2012, exploiting Alberta’s vast pool of dirty oil would be
“game over for the climate.”


Alberta’s
bitumen is also landlocked, far from heavy-crude refineries and shipping ports,
so Canadians want to build a pipeline to deliver Alberta’s oil directly to the
Texas Gulf Coast. Environmentalists have waged a fierce campaign to halt the
project. Because TransCanada’s Keystone XL pipeline must cross the border, it
is subject to U.S. State Department review and presidential approval. After five years of lobbying
and protest, the bout over the pipeline had entered its final round, with a
decision expected in 2014.


I’d followed
this controversy from afar and wanted to see what was at stake on the ground,
for the people and places along the Keystone XL route. But before embarking on
a journey along the XL, I needed to see something else. A pipeline is
ultimately an industrial catheter; to grasp its significance, I had to
understand the substance that flowed through it. So I began by trekking to the
wild new energy frontier in Alberta that might free North America from oil
despots—or hook it on gunk that could fry the planet.


Fort McCrack.


***


From the Nomad
Hotel, I went for a walk and made it a block in the chilly dusk before seeking
refuge at the Boomtown Casino, a small, windowless establishment on the main
road through town. Inside, the place was packed, mostly with men in work caps
and jackets, crowded around slots and gaming tables. I fought my way to the bar
and asked the man who handed me a beer if this scene was normal for 6:00 p.m.
on a Sunday night.


“There is no
normal in Fort Mac,” he replied. The oil industry runs 24/7, every day of the
year, “so someone is always coming off work, or going back on.” Customary notions
of hours and workdays didn’t apply.


One of the men I
met at the bar turned out to be fairly typical of the oil-fields workforce.
Jordan Doyle was twenty-eight, boyish, with a light mustache and the lilt of
his native Newfoundland. He worked twelve-hour shifts, for fifteen days
straight, building platforms at an oil-mining site and living in a company
barracks.


“Me, a
first-year scaffolder, I’m making $100,000 a year, and my room and board paid,”
he said. Plus, his employer flew him three thousand miles at the end of each
fifteen-day shift to spend a week with his family in Newfoundland, the maritime
province that provides much of the labor force in northern Alberta.


Doyle reckoned
that back home he’d be making $20,000 a year doing seasonal work and then
drawing unemployment. Here, he earned enough to be building a house in
Newfoundland for his wife and two daughters. “Me and the missus decided to have
the girls grow up the way we did, in a rural place where you don’t worry about
anything.”


Doyle recognized
the strangeness of his circumstance, commuting by air for eight hours to his
job, living apart from his family for most of the year, laboring in a subarctic
wilderness, and bunking in an all-male compound. “If you want to get deep about
it, sometimes I feel like I’m in a movie about a mining colony in outer space.”


But Doyle wasn’t
complaining. Many of his friends back “on the Rock” were barely getting by. Out
here, with only a high school education, he was building scaffolds and a
comfortable middle-class lifestyle. Gesturing at the cash-flush workmen
crowding the casino, he told me another nickname for the town. “We call it Fort
McMoney,” he said.


***


Well before
daylight on Monday morning, Fort McMurray emptied as workers streamed through
the predawn gloom to work sites north of town. When the sun appeared, at about
8:00 am, it didn’t so much rise as faintly illuminate the lid of fog, dust, and
fumes that hung over the river valley.


Daylight, such
as it was, also revealed the environs I’d only glimpsed the night before. A few
doors from my hotel I found the office of Syncrude, the region’s second-biggest
oil producer, and a block past that the office of Fort McMurray’s mayor, who
used to work for Syncrude. The town’s main avenue led to a sparkling new
recreational complex named for the biggest player in the oil fields: the Suncor
Community Leisure Center. The facilities inside included the Syncrude Aquatic
Center and ice rinks and ball courts named for other companies. Huge billboards
outside touted an upcoming $137 million arena called Shell Place.


Fort McMurray wasn’t
simply a company town; it was the hub of an industrial mini-state. At the
town’s airport, companies had their own check-in desks, security, chartered
737s, and “site shuttles” to carry employees directly to work camps. Companies
also maintain their own airstrips, deep in the boreal forest, to fly workers in
and out of remote locations. For those traveling by road, highway signs flag
the names and distances to major oil sites as if they’re full-fledged towns,
which in a sense they are. Some company-run camps house eight thousand workers.


All this makes
it hard to know how many people live in and around Fort McMurray, or even what
“living here” means in such an itinerant community. Officially, the town
belongs to a regional municipality called Wood Buffalo and has a population of
73,000, roughly double the number a decade ago. But this total doesn’t include
the 40,000 or so people living in work camps, or what the municipality calls the “shadow
population” dwelling in motels, campgrounds, homeless shelters, and even
shipping containers.


I met one such
hard-luck case by the door of the Salvation Army. John Bergin was a licensed
carpenter from Ontario who had come to Fort McMurray three months earlier to
take a job building a new oil plant. The hours and pay weren’t as advertised,
he said, someone stole his tools, and then the job ran out. Before he could
find another, he’d spent all he had staying at a $100-a-night motel, the
cheapest available, and ended up sleeping on the street.


“I’m divorced,
my kids are grown, this was my time, to get my retirement thing going,” he
said. “Instead, here I am begging for a bed at the Sally Ann. I’ve never been
in this situation in my life.”


The shelter’s
manager, Joan Nobles, told me she had sixty-two beds and mats, not nearly
enough to meet demand. “It really hurts to tell someone we’re full up,
particularly when it’s cold.” In past winters, people had frozen to death in
cars and on the street.


Nobles said that
many of those she saw were skilled workmen like Bergin, who came to town
without realizing how costly it was to get by between paychecks. Others were
undone by drink, or by drugs, which were so rife in Fort McMurray that Somali
gangs from Toronto had muscled in on the traffic.


Nobles and her
colleagues tried to get clients back on their feet with hot meals, help finding
jobs, and work clothes from the thrift shop. “But sometimes,” she said,
“success is getting them a ticket home.”


***


Civic boosters
hated the image of Fort McMurray as transient and troubled, a place where
people only came to make money. The town took as its mantra, “Hometown, Not a
Boomtown.” But this was difficult to sell, in part because land was scarce and
the cost of housing astronomical. Tract homes sold for $850,000; single-bedroom
apartments rented for $2,000 a month; and just parking your vehicle at a
trailer park cost $1,400 a month.


“It is all about
the work here, only the work and making more money,” said Oussama Hussein, a
Moroccan who had come to Fort McMurray from Montreal. I met him at a branch of
the local college—the Suncor Energy Industrial Campus—where he was applying for
a course to become a “heavy hauler,”
driving trucks larger than any in the world. “Bigger the truck, bigger the
money,” he said. Once trained, he expected to earn $10,000 a month.


This was far
better than in Montreal, where “immigrants like me only drive cabs or do low
jobs,” he said. Indeed, Fort McMurray seemed strikingly diverse for a remote
northerly community, with an Islamic school and many immigrants from Africa and
South Asia.


Hussein welcomed
the opportunity but had no plans to settle—the refrain I heard from almost
everyone I met in Fort Mac. “Believe me,” he said, before returning to his
study manual, “the minute I am not making the big money, you will not find me
here.”


I saw the sort
of truck Hussein hoped to operate just down the road, at Fort McMurray’s
premier tourist attraction: the Oil Sands Discovery Centre. The name referred
to the fact that Alberta’s oil-rich bitumen is locked in sand. A museum guide
described bitumen as “tar-like,” and when it was first extracted and sold in
the twentieth century, for roofing and road surfacing, this oily substance was
called “tar sands.” But the industry had since popularized the more benign-
sounding “oil sands,” and I’d been warned before coming to Fort McMurray that
using the T-word would tar me as a hostile environmentalist.


In any event,
digging up oil sands puts the “heavy” in heavy industry. The museum had an
outdoor “equipment garden,” planted with claws and shovels the size of two-car
garages, and an even more impressive specimen parked inside: a mining truck
that weighed 687 tons, with tires twelve feet tall.


Visitors could
climb into the cab of the truck and watch a driver’s-eye video of what it was
like to operate this behemoth at an actual mine site. Perched high above the
museum floor and rumbling (via video) to the face of a mine, I watched while an
even bigger machine took a huge bite from a mountain of oily sand and scooped
it into the bed of my gargantuan dump truck. I felt a boyish glee, as if I were
demolishing a giant, dirty sand castle with ludicrously oversize tools.


“That’s a baby
truck, actually,” the museum guide told me when I climbed down. New models
could carry four times as much oil sand as this one, which dated to 1999.


Seeing this
marvel of industry in action, however, wasn’t quite so easy. In warm months,
the Discovery Centre offered drive-through tours of mine sites. I’d arrived too
late in the season for that, and my many calls and e-mails to oil companies,
requesting a media visit, had been answered either by silence or by the
suggestion that I return another time—say, next year.


I was miffed at
first, but once I got to Fort McMurray, it quickly became clear how defensive people
were about the image of their town and industry. The only thing locals hated
more than the T- word—and writers like me who flocked to the Boomtown Casino
and the town’s strip club (I’ll get to that)—was visitors who blew through northern
Alberta to tour and badmouth the oil sands.


This had
happened shortly before I arrived, when Neil Young visited the area and then
declared at a rally in Washington that “Fort McMurray looks like Hiroshima,” a
“wasteland” with foul air, poisoned wildlife, and people dying of cancer. In
reply, the mayor extolled “the beauty” of Fort McMurray, while a local DJ
banned the playing of the Canadian icon’s songs.


In one respect,
Neil Young had misspoken. The “wasteland” he referred to wasn’t Fort McMurray
itself, but the mining district that began just outside town. But he wasn’t the
only person to describe this area in extravagant terms. According to a glossy
booklet given me by a marketing official in Fort McMurray, the oil fields near
town represented “the world’s largest industrial development.” I was also told
that the mining region was visible from space, like the Great Wall of China.


All this struck
me as hyperbolic—until I crested a low bluff on the highway north of town. On
either side of the road stretched a desolation of mined earth, gas flares, and
belching plants. This was only the start of an industrial corridor that
extended north for some eighty miles.


Tearing minerals
from the earth is never pretty, whether it’s strip-mining Appalachian mountains
for coal, yanking copper out of craters in Arizona, or sucking oil from the
desert of the Persian Gulf—all scenes I’d witnessed on earlier journeys. Even
so, I’d never seen a man-mauled landscape quite so awesome and eerie as the oil
sands of northern Alberta.


You couldn’t
even call it a landscape, because there was almost no trace of land around the
mines. The earth had been peeled of its skin. There were no trees in what had
once been a forest, and no sign of the wet, peaty “muskeg” that once covered
most of the terrain. The bogs had been drained and the muskeg rolled up like so
much carpet. The earth had also been liberated of “overburden,” the industry
term for soil, stone, and anything else, to a depth of about 230 feet.


And this was
just prep work for the real surgery: gouging out the oil sand beneath. It takes
about two tons of sand to produce a single barrel of oil, and output in Alberta
is currently close to two million barrels a day. The math gets complicated—a
lot of the bitumen is now removed by means other than “surface” mining, and
there are two other oil-sands regions in Alberta. But any way you calculate it, a Saharan amount of sand
has been dug, toted, and processed since commercial production began near Fort
McMurray in 1967.


The result
didn’t look to me like Hiroshima—no shredded buildings or piles of rubble or
stricken survivors. Instead it evoked science fiction in which an invasion or
asteroid attack has made everything on earth appear alien.


Oil sands plant and tailings pond near Fort McMurray
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For starters,
the moonscape was dotted with lakes that weren’t really lakes. They were
artificial pools filled with outflow from the processing plants and fringed
with beaches of dirty sand. Workmen clad in orange uniforms seemed to be
standing in these lakes, but they weren’t real, either. Stuck on poles, arms
spread wide, they were industrial scarecrows, intended to deter birds from
landing on “water” and having their feathers coated with bitumen. This had
occurred most disastrously in 2008, when 1,600 ducks died at one time.


The noise around
these dead ponds was weird and artificial, too, a constant pop that sounded
like aimless artillery fire. The sound came from propane “cannons” perched
along the shore to blast noise as backup to the ranks of scarecrows. At some
ponds there were also mechanical falcons that flapped their wings and screeched
to scare off incoming waterfowl. This was as close to an actual bird as I saw
or heard while exploring the oil sands.


I didn’t have
much contact with humans, either, even though the area was a hive of human
industry. Almost everyone I saw was inside one of the thousands of trucks
pouring in and out of plants and mines. Before embarking on my self-guided
tour, I’d picked up a hard hat and coveralls in hopes of blending with the work
traffic. Initially, this didn’t get me far, since the main roads into mines and
plants all led to security gates where guards checked identification. But after
two hours trolling the tangle of gravel roads that ran through the oil sands, I
found a few access points that were unattended and pulled in behind the truck
traffic.


At first I felt
giddy, like an industrial spy, sneaking a peek at gouged, grubby cliffs from my
mud-caked vehicle. But I couldn’t see much, because there was so much dust.
Also, it quickly dawned on me that I could be crushed at any moment, like so
much gravel, by vehicles many times the size of mine.


Stupidly, I’d
failed to grasp the purpose of a feature on every pickup I’d passed: a tall rod
in the bed, affixed with a flag and reflector. This was called a “buggy whip”
and hoisted by drivers so that the Goliathan mining trucks would even notice
the puny little pickups down below on
the road. I thought of the 687-ton dump truck I’d climbed into at the Discovery
Centre. If one of those ran into my rented SUV, I’d be flattened like Wile E.
Coyote.


After escaping
back the way I’d come, I parked near intersections in hopes of actually
speaking to someone. But drivers rarely paused, and when they did, I couldn’t
just go up and rap on the window. Even reaching the cab of a giant mine truck meant
scaling the staircase mounted on the front of the vehicle. Instead, I jumped
and waved my arms and howled until a hard-hatted head popped out the window of
a parked truck. I shouted up at him, idiotically asking what it was like to
operate a vehicle that large.


“Ever drive a
house?” he said. “A two-story house loaded with four hundred tons of dirt? Sort
of like that.” Then he rumbled off, back into the cloud of dust.




2. Velvet
Handcuffs


After a half-day
of driving and standing by the road, I felt like I’d inhaled a sandbox. My
grit-packed nostrils at least dulled the chemical smell, which was strongest
around the Syncrude plant, a towering facility with spewing stacks that
“upgraded” bitumen into synthetic crude.


Near the
Syncrude plant, two green hillocks offered momentary refuge from the industry
all around. Both hills were efforts at “reclaiming” the mined landscape, as
required by law. One was a grassy knoll with a distant view of grazing bison.
The viewpoint also offered a panorama of the Syncrude plant and one of the
weird tailings ponds with the popping cannon and scarecrows. The company had
recently rechristened this an “end-pit lake,” because it was experimenting with
a new technique that capped the mine tailings with water. “Over time, it is expected
this water body will evolve into a healthy environment,” said a sign atop the
viewpoint.


Across the road,
Gateway Hill was a larger and more mature project with a sign reading RETURNED TO NATURE. In fact, this
half-mile-square patch was the only site in the oil sands that had been
certified as reclaimed by the Alberta government—far less than 1 percent of the
total area “disturbed” since 1967. Also, the “hill” was itself an industrial
creation: an overburden dump that had been planted over with a new forest of
spruce, aspen, and pine.


A half-hour
north, I sought refuge again by detouring from the main highway to see Fort
McKay, a native community (First Nation, in Canadian parlance) that stood at
the crossroads of economic gain and environmental loss in the oil sands.


Compared with
most First Nation communities in Canada, Fort McKay was thriving. Many of its
seven hundred inhabitants worked in the oil industry and there were new cars,
boats, and RVs parked beside modest homes. “People here are becoming high
middle class and building their arsenal of toys,” said the nation’s chief, Jim
Boucher, who wore wire-rimmed glasses and a straw fedora.


We met in the
nation’s headquarters, by the Athabasca River. The fifty-seven-year-old chief
said that in his youth the local economy had still been based on fur trapping,
and most food came from hunting, fishing, gardening, and gathering plants.
Then, in the late 1960s, oil production started encroaching on the nation’s
traditional grounds, and in the 1980s the European Parliament banned fur
imports.


“Suddenly we had
no livelihood,” Boucher said. “We could go on welfare or try to participate in
the mainstream economy.”


Fort McKay had followed
the latter path with notable success, contracting with oil companies to provide
services and collecting compensation for the mining and drilling of traditional
lands outside the nation’s tiny reserve. These various revenue streams now accounted
for 96 percent of the nation’s $40.5 million annual budget and helped fund a
new school, long-term care facility, and other projects. The community also had
close to full employment.


“You can’t just
rely on the government and be dependent,” Boucher said. This stance, and his
band’s long-standing cooperation with oil companies, had made Fort McKay a
poster child for the industry, which was eager to tout its respectful
partnership with First Nations.


But after the
past decade’s boom in the oil sands, even Boucher felt the industry had run
amok, leaving Fort McKay an atoll in a sea of destruction. “It’s a blight on
the environment,” he said of the industry. The reclamation sites I’d visited
were “a public relations joke,” he added. “Zero land has been returned to what
it was.”


The nation’s
greatest concern was the seepage of contaminants into the groundwater and the
Athabasca, as had happened the previous March when a frozen pipe resulted in
the discharge of 92,500 gallons from a tailings pond into the river. “For us
it’s a dead river. People don’t trust the water or the fish,” he said. The
dwindling herds of moose and caribou were also suspect, due to possible
contamination of their meat, and Fort McKay was so hemmed by industry that
residents had to travel a great distance to hunt or collect berries.


“Our traditional
ground used to be a food basket,” Boucher said. “Now there’s nothing left to
eat.”


Having delivered
this indictment, the chief broke for lunch—at the Creeburn Lake Lodge, a nearby
compound for oil workers, located on the nation’s land. Earlier in the day, I’d
passed ranks of grim company housing: basically trailers stacked by the road or
beside processing plants. Creeburn Lake Lodge was a country club by comparison.
It had a chalet-style lobby and an airy dining hall where men in aprons and
toques served us shepherd’s pie. “Our residents are hardworking, meat-and-
potato boys,” said the lodge’s assistant manager, Karen Paxton.


After lunch she
showed me the rooms, small but comfortable, with TVs and high-speed Internet.
Other amenities included a bar with darts and pool tables (most camps didn’t
allow alcohol), an exercise room—even a driving range outside, named for Chief
Boucher. “The lodge is
run exactly like a hotel—by work camp standards, a five-star hotel,” Paxton
said. “We tried to make it the least industrial we could, because workers are
around industry all day.”


But certain work
rules still applied, even off the job: no room visitors, no noise after 10:30
p.m., and random searches with drug dogs twice a month. “It’s a very controlled
environment,” she said.


It was also very
profitable, since companies paid about $180 a night per worker and the “man
count” was close to the lodge’s capacity of 681. As majority owner of Creeburn
Lake Lodge, the Fort McKay First Nation reaped most of the benefits. Chief
Boucher told me that the property was worth about $63 million and would
probably be expanded to meet growing demand.


“Everything is expanding in
the oil sands,” he said. “We may not always like it, but we have to be wise to
the economic realities.”


***


These economic
realities influence everything and everybody in the oil sands, including
environmentalists—or the few I could find in northern Alberta. Before heading
to Fort McMurray, a Web search led me to the Wood Buffalo Environmental
Association, headed by a senior scientist who had worked for the Canadian
government. He met me at the group’s office in Fort McMurray and talked for
ninety minutes, in technical detail, about monitoring air quality, industrial
odors, and the health of lichen.


But our
interview became awkward when I asked about the group’s funding. All of it came
from the oil industry—almost $12.6 million annually. The association monitored
forty-three trace elements, but not carbon dioxide, the main driver of global
warming. It didn’t monitor water quality, the most worrisome environmental
impact of oil sands within Alberta. 


I pressed Dr.
Kevin Percy for his expert opinion of the overall environmental impact of the
industry. The most I could elicit was that the concentration of air pollutants around
the mining area was “in the range” of what you’d find near smelters,
refineries, and coal-fired generators. If “trace elements do become an issue,”
he reluctantly added, “mitigation” should focus on the dust kicked up by all
the trucks, machines, and construction, rather than on reducing industrial
emissions.


Next I contacted
the president of a grassroots group with a similar name, the Fort McMurray
Environmental Association. Ann Dort-MacLean told me her group received no
funding from industry; she said the local air often “stinks”; and she felt the
oil sands were being developed much too rapidly, without a full understanding
of their environmental impact. “But we’re not out to change the world,” she added.
“It’s all about balance and compromise and working together.”


I heard this
sort of non-confrontational statement repeatedly in Canada and found it a
refreshing contrast to the United States, where debate on almost every issue was
extremely polarized. But in Fort McMurray there was an added reason for
Dort-MacLean’s mild approach. “It’s a single-industry town,” she said, “and
there’s a healthy paranoia about being critical.”


Unless, of
course, it was being critical of outsiders who painted the town and its
industry as Hiroshima, or chained themselves to mining equipment, as Greenpeace
protestors had done. “I hate that kind of grandstanding, and celebrities who
come up here to crap all over us,” she said. “I don’t think they walked here,
or paddled a canoe from Hollywood.”


She recommended
I contact another environmentalist, Kyle Harrietha. Like Dort-McLean, he calmly
addressed the industry’s deleterious impact on air and water—before expressing
outrage at Americans who singled out the oil sands for abuse. “It’s ridiculous
to claim that this one source of energy will blow out the climate,” he said. “What
about all the coal you burn in the U.S.? What about all your cars? People
should clean up their own backyard before going after ours.”


I couldn’t
disagree with this sentiment. But it seemed odd coming from a self-described
environmentalist. So did the comments of a helicopter pilot who had been
recommended to me by an environmental think tank in Edmonton. The pilot vividly
described what he saw and heard in the air while transporting executives and
others to work sites. He spoke of gazing down at tent camps erected by the working
homeless; black streaks of bitumen oil on the surface of tailings ponds;
companies that “have tried to quash Google Earth and close the airspace around
their plants.”


But what got him
“really pissed off,” he said, was some of the environmentalists who hired him for
over-flights of the oil sands. “I’ve had people flying a private jet to get to
Fort McMurray, or groups with a panda logo showing up in three rented
Escalades,” he said. “Then all they want to see and hear about is the
destruction caused by digging for oil they burned to get here.”


During five days
in Fort McMurray, the only unalloyed criticism I heard of the industry came
from Dr. John O’Connor, a general practitioner who had treated First Nation
patients since 1993. I met him at the end of a long day at his clinic in Fort
McKay, where he saw chronic respiratory and skin ailments that he suspected
were linked to the industry encircling the community. Previously, he’d flown
bush planes to treat natives in Fort Chipewyan, downriver from the oil sands,
and in 2006 he spoke publicly
of finding a cancer cluster and a high incidence of other diseases that he
speculated were due to industrial contaminants.


This had led to
charges by health agencies that Dr. O’Connor was raising “undue alarm” and
sowing doubt about government oversight. The Alberta Cancer Board subsequently
did its own study, which didn’t confirm all the doctor’s data but did conclude that
the rate of cancer and leukemia was “higher than expected” and warranted
“closer monitoring.” Other studies found high levels of mercury, lead, and
other pollutants in the water near oil-sands sites and in the eggs of migratory
birds.


Even so, seven
years after O’Connor raised the alarm, there had yet to be a comprehensive
study of the links between the industry and health. “We’re burying our head in
the sand—the oil sand,” the doctor said. This denial, in his view, extended
well beyond Fort McMurray, to Alberta’s strongly pro-industry government, and
across Canada, a country increasingly hooked on the jobs and income from
Alberta’s booming oilfields.


“The power of
those velvet handcuffs is amazing,” O’Connor said.


***


Though the oil
sands industry runs 24/7, every day of the year, Thursdays are nonetheless
special, because that’s when most shifts change over and workers are paid. Many
of them then go looking for action in Fort McMurray. The ratio of men to women
in the oil sands isn’t as extreme as it once was, but males still predominate
by about 60 percent, and most women come as spouses or girlfriends of oil
workers. This means there are few single women for the mostly young male
workforce to meet—with predictable results. The ads for escort agencies fill
three pages of the phone book and dozens of women advertise their services
online with tags such as “Russian James Bond Girl!!!” or “Your Night Nurse is
Available.” The going rate is $400 an hour.


Men also flock
to Showgirls, “the busiest gentlemen’s club in western Canada,” one of its
managers told me when I arrived just before the strip joint opened at 6:00 p.m.
On good nights, the club grosses over $30,000.


Its employees do
well, too. The manager introduced me to a young bouncer who said he earned more
working four nights a week at Showgirls than he would doing a full shift in the
oil fields. “More money in boobs than oil sand,” he said.


Two waitresses
joined us: Nikki and Torrey, leggy brunettes in short skirts, skintight tops,
and high boots. Torrey said working the tables was annoying because “I’m always
getting my ass grabbed.” She put up with this in exchange for pay and tips that
totaled $3,000 in a good week.


However, both
women had a major gripe about Fort McMurray. It was extremely easy to meet men,
“but almost impossible to find a guy who has his shit together,” Torrey said.
For instance, “you’ll be going out with a guy and then find out he has a family
back east he hasn’t told you about.”


“Or he’ll put
his insurance and phone in your name because he has bad credit,” Nikki added.


“Or they think
they’re big and bad because they operate one of those giant mine trucks,” Torrey
said. “Truth is, they’re lazy. They sit up in those cabs all day, and when
there’s not much happening, they watch porn on their phones and jerk off. Guys
have actually told me that. And there are girls who work out there who get a
good deal on an eight-ball of coke for sucking guys off on the job.” (An
eight-ball is an eighth of an ounce of cocaine.)


“Guys do
eight-balls to get through the workday or to sober up after a long break,”
Nikki said. “The drug scene is way worse even than what people say.” A local
reporter later confirmed this, telling me there was a brisk business in selling
clean urine to workers who feared failing drug tests.


Torrey now had
firm rules about the men she would even consider dating. “Have to have your own
place, your own vehicle, been working a good job for at least a year, and all
your bills in your own name.” She paused. “Okay, maybe just two of those
things, otherwise I’ll never have another boyfriend.” It was so bad that the
two women had resorted to online dating sites.


“Plenty of men here,” Nikki said as
the club began to fill. “But guys drooling over naked dancers aren’t really
guys you want to meet.”


At 7:00, the
first dancer took to the floor. After twirling around a pole and shedding her
outfit, she did an arresting trick for tips. The dancer crouched on all fours,
clutching a beer glass between her buttocks as men flung dollar and two-dollar
coins—in Canada, “loonies and toonies”—into the container.


“Holy fuck,”
exclaimed the man drinking beer on the bar stool beside me. “Will you look at
that girl?”


Jeremy was from
Newfoundland and drove a gravel truck. He’d just ended a two-week shift. “At
work it’s all manly stuff,” he said during a break between dancers. “I drive a
rock truck, dumping rock to be crushed. Fourteen fucking hours a day. Then back
to camp, all men, nothing to do.” This was his first time at Showgirls, and it
looked as though he’d be coming back.


“Sweet Jesus,
good God, holy fucking Christ,” he moaned as the next performer shed her Dallas
Cowboys Cheerleader outfit, revealing a G-string with a blue star on the
crotch.


Between sets, I
spoke briefly with one of the dancers. Tyler Tequila, as she called herself,
was twenty, from Calgary, a blond woman wearing a black SWAT bustier, black
bikini, and thigh-high black boots. “I make, like, triple what I do anyplace
else,” she said. “Every girl wants to come here.” The men, she added, “can act
like dogs, but that’s everywhere, eh?” The only thing different here was that
many of the men hadn’t seen a woman or had a drink in days. “So they’re
chugging it down fast and all inhibitions are gone.”


That made for
good tips, however, and she hoped to earn between $5,000 and $9,000 during her
week in town. She planned to save enough to pay for plastic surgery and then go
to school to become a corrections officer. Hence the SWAT-team outfit.


“Working hard to
get ahead, like everyone else here,” she said, before returning to the stage as
the DJ played “Dirty Dancer.”


***


On Friday, my
last day in town, I finally got through to an oil-industry representative after
repeated brush-offs. Will Gibson was a pleasant “public affairs adviser” for
Syncrude and acknowledged that his industry was used to bad press. Though he
didn’t quite say so, I sensed this was why I’d had so much trouble getting
comment or from oil-sands companies. It couldn’t be much fun obliging reporters
who typically went home and depicted the oil sands as Mordor.


Gibson
nonetheless answered my questions for almost two hours. Yes, there had been
“incidents” involving mass deaths of birds in Syncrude ponds, but the company
had paid a $2.7 million fine and stepped up preventive measures. Syncrude and
other companies were likewise serious about reclamation, spending millions of
dollars each year. But this was a young industry, and it took decades to repair
“the area being disturbed,” as he called the mining region. The industry had
also reduced its per-barrel emissions, and Alberta, unlike other provinces or
the United States, levied a carbon tax.


“It’s a cost and
in our interest to reduce our footprint,” he said of the carbon output. This
was true, as was the industry’s strong desire to scrub its image. Gibson said
the scrutiny of oil sands in recent years had initially “caught the industry by
surprise. We’re still catching up to expectations.”


But the industry
also played offense, and Gibson succinctly delivered the core argument for oil
sands. Would the Unites States rather import oil from its northern neighbor,
which broadly shared American practices and values, or from countries like
Nigeria, Venezuela, and Saudi Arabia?


“We’re operating
in a democratic society, an open and highly regulated country,” he said.
“Environmentalists should go to Caracas or Port Harcourt or the Persian Gulf
and see how they feel then.”


He also regarded
the campaign to stop the Keystone XL pipeline as misguided and futile. The
world’s appetite for oil—about ninety million barrels a day—guaranteed a market
for Alberta’s product, if not in the United States, then in China or other
countries that would refine and burn the oil in ways that might take a greater
toll on the environment.


If Americans
were so concerned about global warming, he added, they should rein in demand—
their own insatiable demand for fossil fuels—rather than decry oil producers
and transporters.


“How did that
war on drugs work out for you?” Gibson asked rhetorically. “Not so good. And
that was an attempt to stop an illegal product. Oil is a legal commodity, with
billions of customers worldwide. Are you really going to stop the flow of
that?”


It was hard to
argue with the cold economics of supply and demand, which also explained why
the oil sands had boomed in the first place. Due to the cost and difficulty of
extracting bitumen, northern Alberta hadn’t been a major source of oil before
9/11. Then oil prices spiked, the Bush administration pushed for the
development of energy sources close to home, and Canadian producers were only
too happy to step up supply.


But a reliable
fix of an abundant drug can also feed demand, and make it more difficult to
kick or curtail the habit. From what I’d seen and heard in the oil sands, and
read in the industry literature, production was multiplying so fast that
today’s steady flow would soon become a gusher.


Suncor, the
largest producer, had increased output by 16 percent in the past financial
quarter alone and was about to break ground on a $12 billion mine—the costliest
yet—with an estimated life span of fifty years. Syncrude had sought approval to
develop two new sites; Shell and other firms were on a similar track. The
industry expected production to leap at least 80 percent by 2020, and double
that by 2030.


The Keystone XL,
if approved, could transport only a fraction of this output and might not, on
its own, deliver a lethal injection of carbon. But if environmentalists were
right in warning about the broader threat posed by Alberta’s vast oil sands,
the prospects for the climate looked bleak already, given all the new production
coming online.


I ended my
interview with Gibson by showing him a map of the route I’d plotted south, and
asked if there were spots I hadn’t marked that might be relevant to my story.
He ran his finger along the path of the many pipelines already built or under
construction, as well as pointing out new oil-loading train facilities—a
spiderweb of rails and pipes emanating from Alberta. “Basic economics,” he said. “When
there’s demand, product will find its way to market.”





3. Cement Heads
and Rig Pigs


The flood of oil
from Alberta wasn’t only finding new ways to market. It was spilling all over
the place. My arrival in the province coincided with the derailment, west of
Edmonton, of thirteen railcars filled with crude oil and propane, causing a
fiery explosion and the evacuation of nearby residents. There had been other
derailments in recent months, stirring fears of a disaster like the one that
occurred in Quebec in July, 2013, when a runaway train carrying conventional
crude blew up, wrecking the town of Lac-Mégantic and killing forty-seven
people.


Production sites
were leaking, too, including a huge spill that had slicked woods and wetlands
with eleven thousand barrels of bitumen. This had occurred in eastern Alberta,
in another oil-sands region called Cold Lake. On my last day in Fort McMurray,
I also learned that the First Nation community in Cold Lake was about to stage
a protest.


So I decided to
detour from the route I’d originally plotted and speed first to Cold Lake. If
nothing else, I’d be spared a return trip along the Highway of Death, since I’d
be following a less- trafficked and safer road south. Or so I was told.


An hour from
Fort McMurray, on Highway 881, the scenery turned to woods and marsh. I
glimpsed beaver and deer. The quiet and fresh air also came as a shock after
the grit and industrial soundtrack of the oil sands.


Unfortunately, I
hadn’t left Fort McMurray until late afternoon, so I spent most of the six-hour
trip driving through the dark and listening to hockey or the Canadian
Broadcasting Corporation. I was in a CBC- induced coma by the time I checked
into a hotel in Cold Lake at 9:30 p.m.


The hotel was
drab, its bar depressing—poker machines, exhausted oil workers, a nearly deaf
barmaid—and the last place I expected to meet a Dutch oil worker in a bomber
jacket and Ramones T-shirt whose hobbies were abstract painting and writing about
punk rock for alternative newspapers.


John van Laar
was a bearish, blue-eyed man with a shaved head who had emigrated from Holland
as a child and as an adult worked, among other things, as a roofer, surveyor,
and bartender at an S&M club. “All types there, including bankers—nicest
people in the world,” he said. “They just happened to like having a steel rod
shoved up their ass.”


The job he now
held wasn’t quite so colorful. “I haul cement and pump it down oil wells to
solidify them,” he said. “I’d rather be painting or writing—but I know how it
works, and I like driving a big truck.”


Though not on
the highway I’d just traveled. Van Laar almost coughed up his beer when he
learned I’d driven down Route 881 in fading sun and dark. “My company won’t let
me drive there, unless it’s the middle of the day and I call in every two hours
to let them know I’m still alive,” he said.


I’d certainly
noticed all the twists and turns in the road, and the setting sun blinding me.
But I’d been unaware of the greatest hazard: moose wandering out of the woods
and into the road, particularly at dusk.


“We’re talking
über-moose, twelve feet tall and fifteen hundred pounds—they’re fucking
prehistoric,” van Laar said. “I’d rather be beat up by a crackhead behind some
bar than run into one of those, and I’ve got thirty tons of cement in my
truck.” He drained his beer. “I don’t stop for deer, but I’ll swerve for
moose.”


Van Laar didn’t
have to go back to work for a few days, and he offered to drive me through the
nearby oil fields. But first I went to see the native protest, which began the
next morning at the Cold Lake First Nation Dene Casino. A few people stood in
the parking lot with signs reading WATER
NOT FOR SALE!
and DESTROYING OUR
EARTH IS THE DUMBEST THING I’VE
EVER SEEN.


The damage
they’d come to protest was very different from the strip mining I’d seen near
Fort McMurray. There, much of the bitumen lies close to the surface. Elsewhere
in Alberta, most of the bitumen is hundreds of yards underground. Getting at it
requires methods other than mining, such as shooting steam down into the earth to
melt the bitumen so it can flow into wells and be pumped.


These in situ
wells do far less visible damage to the environment: no denuded moonscapes or
tailings ponds. But the energy required, generating huge amounts of steam in
particular, means that in situ sites produce even more greenhouse gases
than mines. Also, the new technology involved—akin to fracking—has consequences
that are hard to predict and control, as evidenced by the accident that had
prompted the First Nation protest.


In May, bitumen
had started bubbling to the surface at a site run by Canadian Natural Resources
Ltd., known by its initials, CNRL. Over the next month, leaks sprang up at
three disparate locations, eventually spreading eleven thousand barrels of
bitumen across a wide area of lake and marshland and killing scores of birds,
beavers, and other creatures. The bitumen was still seeping when I arrived in
late October, and the cause remained unclear. CNRL suspected “mechanical
failures of wellbores,”
though Alberta regulators thought that injecting steam might have cracked the
rock sub-surface.


More detailed
information was very hard to come by. The leak sites lay within a sensitive
military area, the Cold Lake Air Weapons Range, and CNRL was tight-lipped,
meting out updates about the government-ordered cleanup in Orwellian press
releases that referred to the release of “emulsion,” the “de-watering” (that
is, drainage) of a lake above one of the leaks, and an “amphibian salvage
plan”—relocating frogs.


“We don’t know
what’s happening there, and don’t trust what CNRL or the government tells us,”
said Mervin Granbois, one of the protesters gathered at the casino. There had
been a serious spill at the same CNRL site in 2009, believed to be due to
ground fissures near a wellhead, but regulators had allowed the company to
resume steam injection.


Native distrust
of the government had roots that went well beyond lax oversight of the oil
industry. In the casino parking lot, I met Nancy Scanie, a
seventy-five-year-old “clan grandmother” who was born in a tent on the shore of
Cold Lake, where natives used to hunt, trap, and fish for part of each year. Natives
had been forced from this traditional ground to make room for the weapons base,
and at the age of seven, Scanie was separated from her family and placed in a
distant church-run “residential school,” as part of a government program to
assimilate natives. The nuns who ran her school beat students with a strap, she
said, particularly if they spoke their native language. Scanie’s experience,
and that of some 150,000 others put in residential schools across Canada, led
to a formal government apology in 2008.


“They were
trying to break up native people, destroy our culture, and they damn near
succeeded,” Scanie said. Now, decades later, she felt oil companies and their
government allies were destroying what was left of the traditional land from
which her people once drew sustenance. “We cannot drink oil, and we sure cannot
eat money,” she said.


First Nation protestors near Cold Lake, Alberta
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At 9:30, by
which time twenty people had gathered, Scanie led a brief ceremony, burning
sage and chanting in Déné for “the grandfathers to guide us and give us
strength for our walk.” Then the protesters marched out of the casino parking
lot and onto a two-lane highway.


“Water! Trees!
Air! Sun!” they shouted through bullhorns. “Mother Earth is not for sale!”


The mission
of the march was rather broad: protesters wanted accountability from CNRL, consultation with the company, and
to show solidarity with First Nations opposing gas and oil extraction in other
parts of Canada. They also hoped
to confront CNRL officials at a company office in the town of Bonnyville,
nineteen miles away, where the marchers would camp for the night. However,
their late start and long walk meant they wouldn’t reach Bonnyville before dark
on a Saturday, when it seemed unlikely anyone would be there to see them.


But many
motorists did witness the protest. Most patiently waited for a chance to pass
(those mellow Canadians). Some honked in support. A few did the opposite, with
one driver giving marchers the finger and another shouting “Go home!” One of
the protesters shouted back, “I am home!”


In the
afternoon, after mostly trudging past farmland and bog, the protesters
approached a crew laying an oil pipeline under the road. Workmen leaned on
shovels to watch as the marchers held up water bottles, shouting, “There will
be no more of this by the time you’re done!”


I lingered
behind to talk with a beefy supervisor who was perched in the cab of a pickup
so high I had to crane my neck to speak with him. Like most others I’d met
along the marchers’ route, he took the protest in stride. “Free speech is
fine,” Greg Roth said. “No reason for us to get weird about it. We’re not here
to fight politics.”


He then
explained the work he oversaw: the laying of a thirty-six-inch-diameter pipe
next to an existing line, to double the flow of bitumen oil from the Fort
McMurray area to Hardisty, Alberta, the oil storage hub that was slated to
become the starting point of the Keystone XL. Laying pipe essentially involved
men in backhoes digging a ditch; fitters setting pieces of pipe at a depth of
about four feet; welders connecting the joints; men backfilling the ditch and
restoring the land cover; and then the whole crew moving on to the next
stretch.


Greg Roth, pipeline worker near Bonneyville, Alberta
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In all, laying
the 205-mile pipeline would take six to eight months, Roth said, and employ
about fifteen hundred people. “These are good-paying jobs with lots of
overtime. I’m sure the businesses around here appreciate that.” Roth’s own task
was to inspect the work to ensure it was performed properly. “By the time we’re
done it will look the way it did before, missing a few trees. You’ll never know
it’s here.”


It wasn’t until
I mentioned U.S. opposition to the Keystone XL that Roth became animated. What
about all our cars, our dirty coal, our “addiction to oil”? 


Having now heard
this many times, I asked him about his own oil consumption. Roth said he tried
to tame it by using “energy-efficient stuff” at home. But kicking the oilfield
work habit was much harder. He’d once quit his pipeline job, weary of the hours
and separation from his family, but at fifty-seven he was back and had now
logged two decades in the industry.


“Most of the
guys you see here, they tell themselves, ‘I’m making good coin and I’ll only do
it for a few years and then get out,’” he said. “But you get caught up in the
money flow, the security, and then you’re hooked.”


***


At day’s end,
the marchers reached the CNRL office in Bonnyville. It was closed, and the
tepees someone was supposed to deliver for the night’s camp had not arrived.
After lingering awhile in the dark and cold, most of the marchers dispersed. So
I returned to the casino and rendezvoused with the cement-truck driver I’d met
the night before, John van Laar. He handed me a beer and asked, “Did the
natives throw off the chains of their oppression?”


Van Laar, like
most Canadians I met, felt shame over the country’s historical treatment of First
Nations—particularly the church-run residential schools, which spoke to his own
wretched education. His Dutch parents had sent him to a strict Calvinist school
where, he said, “I was taught that God was angry with me and hates my sin, and
I’m a dumb, depraved, worthless piece of shit.”


But he was also
very cynical about the relationship between oil companies and First Nation
leaders (who had been conspicuous by their absence during the march). He showed
me that week’s local paper, which reported on a joint venture between Cold Lake
First Nation and a company drilling for oil on the band’s traditional land. A
spokesman stated that the company carefully avoided areas where band members
pointed out berries and medicinal herbs.


“Working
together to save Mother Earth!—while milking her for oil and revenue,” van Laar
said. “Fine with me. The First Nations deserve every penny they can get, after
all they’ve been through.”


That was one
reason he patronized the bar at the native-owned casino, which had the added
benefit of drawing more women than most local joints. “I’m in a bit of a dry
spell,” he told me, after trying to chat up several women at the next table.
“More like a drought.”


We kicked on to
a club called the Twisted Lizard, housed in a metal shed that had formerly been
a curling rink. Inside, there were a number of women at the bar or dancing on a
strobe-lit floor clouded by a smoke machine. Even so, van Laar explained that
his chances were slight. He pointed at the other men, mostly brawny guys in
tight jeans and T-shirts, and said, “Guaranteed, every one of them is a rig
pig.” This was slang for oil-rig workers, who were among the best paid in the industry.
“They’re young and macho and flash all the money they make. If you tell a girl
here you’re a rig pig, she’s interested. A cement head like me, not so much.”


After asking
several women to dance and being rebuffed, he drifted onto the floor alone, a tall,
black-clad Dutchman waving his arms and stomping to the music. This attracted
the notice of a woman in black jeans, black boots, and a black ten-gallon hat—a
punk cowgirl—and when I left the Twisted Lizard an hour later, van Laar was
still dancing with her in the strobe-lit dark. Perhaps rig pigs didn’t have all
the luck after all.


***


The next
morning, not too early, I called van Laar about the oil-fields tour he’d
promised and asked how things had gone with the punk cowgirl.


“She gave me her
number and asked me over today,” he groggily replied. “At least I think she
did. Either that or I was polluted last night.”


After coffee and
a shower, he swung by my hotel and we drove off toward the oil fields that
began about twenty miles north of town. This area looked nothing like the
terrain I’d toured near Fort McMurray. Here, at the southern edge of the boreal
forest, the landscape appeared undisturbed for long stretches. The oil sites
consisted mainly of “well pads,” boxes of land cleared for drilling and
pumping.


Touring one of
these pads, van Laar explained how the wells were bored in pairs, close
together, so that steam could shoot down one, melting the bitumen, which then
flowed into the other. His job was to pump cement into the newly drilled wells
to secure the casings before the site went into operation.


“Rig pigs think
they’re the shit because they drill deep holes and make big bucks,” he said.
“But if cement heads don’t do their job right, the whole thing can blow, like
it did at that BP rig in the Gulf of Mexico.”


His job also
involved a silent deadly hazard: hydrogen sulfide, a colorless, poisonous gas
that can waft up from wells. Van Laar said the H2S gas has a
strong odor, “like rotten eggs,” but at high concentrations it kills your sense
of smell. So the risk is greatest when there is no smell at all.


“In training,
they tell you, ‘If you see a guy drop, put on a respirator and run for your
life, against the wind.’” Luckily, he’d never had to do this; exposure to high
levels of the gas can lead to respiratory paralysis and death within six
minutes. Only one other gas is deadlier: hydrogen cyanide, once manufactured in
Germany under the name Zyklon B, for use in Nazi concentration camps.


When completed,
the well pads were electronically monitored and unmanned. The labor was done by
lines of pump jacks, robotic-looking devices with insect-like heads that dip
and rise as they draw oil to the surface. The eye-like hole in the pump jacks’
heads adds to their eerie appearance. “They’re like silent, giant slaves, stuck
here forever,” van Laar said, “pulling up barrel after barrel of oil.”


Pump Jacks near Cold Lake, Alberta
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Pipelines
carried the oil from well pads to storage tanks and processing plants, so there
were no massive mine trucks, or much traffic at all. The exception was around
the “cloud factories,” as van Laar called them: smoke-spewing plants where
steam was generated in giant boilers to heat the bitumen.


These plants
require an immense amount of water, and consume so much energy that the overall
CO2 produced by in situ oil sites is more than
twice that from strip mining. In situ sites are also rapidly overtaking
mines as a source of oil sands production. As a result, overall greenhouse gas
emissions from the industry are rising, and are likely to continue to do so as
deep-well injection expands and brings a broader swathe of Alberta’s reserves
within reach.


When I shared
these facts and figures with van Laar—having gleaned most of them that from
industry and environmental literature—he slumped his in mock contrition. “I know, I’m a Calvinist, filled with
sin—not just lust and drunkenness, but a job that’s fucking the planet.”


Van Laar wasn’t
a climate change denier, nor did he talk defensively of the United States’
appetite for oil. Rather, he confessed, “I don’t give much of a fuck, and
nobody I know does, either, because this industry is giving me a future, even
if it’s a short one and we’re all about to toast together.”


After leaving
Cold Lake the next day, I stayed in touch with van Laar, who reported that
things hadn’t worked out with the woman from the Twisted Lizard. But he’d taken
solace in his painting and was incorporating raw bitumen into his latest work,
an abstract sea of hellish red.


I also kept tabs
on the cleanup at the CNRL site. As of this writing, three months after my visit
to Cold Lake and more than six months after the leaks began, the seepage of
bitumen from deep underground continues.




4. Ground Zero


Oil pipeline in northern Alberta
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Meandering south
from Cold Lake on small roads, I entered a new landscape. The boreal forest of
northern Alberta gave way to rolling prairie, grain silos, and rural
crossroads. The oil sands were now behind me—or rather, flowing beneath me.
Every road had PIPELINE
CROSSING signs,
or ditches for new pipelines alongside, or piles of pipe sections waiting to be
laid. All pipes led to the place I was headed: Hardisty, home to Canada’s
largest oil depot and the site where the Keystone XL was slated to begin.


At first glance,
Hardisty, population 650, looked much like other sleepy settlements I’d passed.
But in the distance loomed a field of circular white storage tanks, like metal
mushrooms sprouting from the prairie.
“Most
people see that from the highway and think it’s the town,” said Shari Irving,
the innkeeper at the Solitaire Lodge, where I pulled in for the night.


The Solitaire
was more barracks than motel, housing a dozen dorm-like rooms along a narrow
corridor. “No one comes to Hardisty for a holiday,” explained Irving, who ran
the lodge with her husband, a native of New Zealand. “Oil is bloody good for
business,” he interjected. “Why shouldn’t we profit instead of those piss pots
and communists in Nigeria and Venezuela?”


Hardisty,
however, had yet to really prosper from the oil-sands boom. The storage depot
lay beyond the town limits, so no tax from the terminal flowed into local
coffers. Most workers lodged and shopped in a more distant town that had better
facilities. 


Also, as I saw
the next morning, the oil depot didn’t employ many people, at least not
directly. Parking on a
hill overlooking the site, I gazed down at sixty or so squat white tanks, some
of which had geodesic domes. Trucks rolled in and out, but no humans were
visible on the ground. The place looked like a lunar self-storage facility.


Entering the
terminal, I was buzzed through a gate marked TRANSCANADA KEYSTONE PIPELINE. In contrast to
other companies I’d contacted, TransCanada had taken my calls and arranged a
tour of its Hardisty facility. After years of campaigning for the XL,
TransCanada had a well-oiled PR machine, including a spokesman from corporate
HQ in Calgary who drove three hours to join my interview with Bryan Templeton,
the company’s manager in Hardisty.


Templeton didn’t
need reinforcement. A round-faced man with blocky glasses and BRYAN stitched to his
coveralls, he brought a homespun air to the business of piping millions of
barrels of oil into the United States. “Heavy crude from the oil sands is your
molasses in January,” he said, in his trailer office. “Lighter crude is more
like maple syrup.”


Templeton had
grown up nearby, the son of a mechanic and farmer who played banjo in a
bluegrass band. At sixty-one, Templeton still lived in his hometown and raised
chickens with his wife. Also disarming was the agrarian lexicon he used to
describe oil transport. Hardisty’s massive storage terminal was a “tank farm,”
the crude stored in its silos was “feedstock” for refineries, and there was
something called a “smart pig” that slid through the pipe from tank farm to
tank farm.


“Pig,” it turned
out, was an acronym for “pipeline inspection gauge,” a device that monitored
for corrosion and other faults. “Smart” referred to the magnets and electronic
sensors inside, which collected data that was downloaded, like an airplane
black box, when the pig was “caught” at the other end.


“If the pig
reveals a minor problem, we can Band-Aid the pipe on the outside,” Templeton
said. “If the problem is bigger, we stop the flow, cut out a section, and replace
it.” He made the business of moving millions of barrels of crude sound as safe
and straightforward as running water through a garden hose.


It isn’t, of
course, beginning with the density of bitumen oil, which has to be processed
into a lighter blend or diluted with chemicals before it can so much as flow
through a pipeline. Once in the pipe, the oil requires pump stations and other
machinery all along the way, to maintain the right pressure and temperature.


Also, rather
than being a single hose, the Keystone is a complex network of pipes. Its first
phase, approved with little fanfare in 2008, carries oil from Alberta to
Manitoba before turning south to a hub in Nebraska. From there, the pipeline
branches, sending crude to Midwest refineries and to a massive tank farm in
Cushing, Oklahoma. An extension of this line, recently completed, links Cushing
to the huge, heavy crude refineries on the Texas Gulf Coast.


The last,
missing artery of this transcontinental system is the Keystone XL—short for
“express line.” If approved and built, it will trace a nearly direct route from
Alberta to the Nebraska hub. The diameter of the proposed XL is also 20 percent
wider than the existing Keystone. In all, the XL will allow TransCanada to pipe
oil much more swiftly to Gulf Coast refineries, and in much greater quantity.
The completed Keystone system has the capacity to carry 1.3 million barrels of
crude a day from Alberta to Texas— roughly the amount the U.S. currently imports
via oil tankers from Saudi Arabia.


From his trailer
office, Templeton drove past a maze of pipes and valves before parking beside a
white steel tube with a red metal cap and a plastic drip pan beneath it. This
ordinary-looking set of fixtures was the precise start point of the existing
Keystone pipeline. “The pig goes in the red door, and we gradually open valves
to start the flow of oil,” he said. “We call that ‘launching the pig.’”


Byran Templeton beside “pig launch” at Hardisty tank farm
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There wasn’t
much else to see, except three oil-storage tanks. Given that TransCanada’s
Hardisty facility was ground zero for a pipeline that had detonated a firestorm
of debate, it seemed a rather modest affair.


But this was
only “the tip of the iceberg,” Templeton said, driving behind the small
compound we’d just toured to “Hardisty B,” a sprawling site with storage tanks
and rows of pipes sticking out of the ground like metal seedlings. This area was
slated to become the start-point of the new XL line. Driving on, Templeton
showed me yet another site, where eight storage tanks were being built to hold an
additional three million barrels of oil.


“We’ll end up
with a very large oil facility,” he said. Though TransCanada, in this respect,
was simply keeping up with the Joneses. “Everyone here is in expansion mode.”


Explosion mode seemed more
apt. When I mentioned the pipeline work I’d seen north of Hardisty, Templeton
said four new lines were being laid to bring crude directly to the tank farm
from the Fort McMurray region. Another, existing line was being doubled in
capacity. New outgoing lines were also being built, or had been approved, to
link Hardisty to both coasts of Canada.


And that was
only the pipelines. Just east of the tank farm, we drove past a huge rail
facility— one of several new terminals shipping crude overland across North
America. The amount of Canadian oil moving by rail tripled in 2013 alone and in
a few years would exceed the quantity that TransCanada hopes to ship through
the XL.


“We’re all in
the transport business, and a pipeline, in that sense, isn’t much different
from a truck or railcar,” Templeton said, “except we’re safer and more
efficient.”


It’s true that
moving crude by rail or truck is costlier than by pipeline, consumes more fuel,
and poses a more immediate risk to life and limb—as evidenced by the derailment
in Quebec that killed forty-seven people. But pipelines aren’t “safer” when it
comes to the environmental damage wrought by leaks.


Conventional
oil, if spilled in water, tends to stay on the surface. But this isn’t true of the
diluted bitumen, called dilbit, that flows from Alberta. In 2010, a pipeline
operated by TransCanada’s main competitor, Enbridge, ruptured and spilled
twenty thousand barrels of dilbit into Michigan’s Kalamazoo River. The diluents
quickly evaporated, leaving the heavy bitumen to sink. The result has been the
costliest and most difficult onshore oil spill ever to occur in the United
States.


In 2013, another
major spill, from an Exxon pipeline in Arkansas, dumped dilbit into wetlands
and onto suburban lawns, forcing residents to evacuate. The cause of the spill
was a cracked seam, undetected by the “smart pig” that had been sent down the
line just a month before to detect exactly this sort of problem.


These two
calamities—as well as minor leaks in the existing Keystone system that
TransCanada began operating in 2010—had greatly amplified opposition to the XL
and given foes a strong argument against the pipeline, beyond its consequences
for climate change.


Templeton didn’t
dismiss the danger of leaks and acknowledged that pigs, though smart, are not
infallible. Still, TransCanada’s technology was “state-of-the-art,” he said,
and a problem area could be shut down in ten minutes, maximum, “so if there’s a
leak the volume of that spill is going to be much less than before.”


As we returned
to his office, I asked Templeton how he felt more generally about the wrangle
over the XL. “We’re a political football that’s been tossed around for five
years,” he said. “My feeling about Mr. Obama is: Make a decision and I’ll
respect you. Have the balls to make it, either way, so people like me can get
on with the job.”


Templeton struck
me as sincere and very capable. I had no cause to doubt that this twenty-
seven-year veteran at the tank farm, and his staff of technicians, would strive
to operate the XL to the safest standard. But the tour he’d given me raised a
broader issue, which had gnawed at me since seeing the explosive growth in the
oil sands.


As the Syncrude
spokesman had put it in Fort McMurray (in words the TransCanada rep from
Calgary repeated verbatim in Templeton’s office), “Product will find its way to
market. This was a strong PR line—the oil will get out, if not by the XL, then
by other, possibly more hazardous means. But it begged the question of what all
this added oil production and transport meant for the planet.


Barring the
border against the XL might incrementally slow the flow of Alberta’s oil into
the United States and make a statement about energy and climate change.
However, quarantining the oil sands and
keeping all that carbon in the ground was beginning to look to me like a pipe
dream. From what I’d seen in Alberta, the wolf wasn’t at the door. It was
already in the house.


My last stop at
the tank farm did nothing to dispel this impression. I went to see Anita
Miller, mayor-elect of Hardisty and a senior administrator at Gibson Energy, a
major oil transporter. She’d worked at the tank farm for thirty years and
confirmed that almost every company was rapidly expanding, to feed new
pipelines and the huge new rail facility being built nearby. This made it hard
for Miller to comprehend the opposition to the XL.


“If this was the
first such pipeline, or the only way to transport the oil, I see the argument,”
she said. “But look out my window. We store four million barrels in those tanks.
Enbridge has even more. Then there’s Husky, the Koch brothers, and the others.
The oil is pouring in here, and it’s going out almost as quickly.”


Miller hoped all
this activity would bring at least a temporary lift to the struggling town of
which she was about to become mayor—another reason she wondered at American
opposition to the XL. “I have to believe there are a lot of other little towns
down the line that could use a boost,” she said, “just like Hardisty.”


***


As it happened,
little Hardisty was a metropolis compared with many of the places I’d visit over
the next few weeks as I journeyed along the XL’s twelve-hundred-mile route. For
pipeline operators, it’s best to avoid heavily settled areas, to lessen the risk
of local opposition—and of spilling crude into backyards and drinking water.
The XL is blessed in this respect, since the first thousand miles of its path
slices across one of the loneliest stretches of North America. 


I got my first
taste of this emptiness soon after leaving the tank farm. The landscape turned
dry and brown, trees grew scarce, and so did inhabitants, apart from the
occasional antelope. Seeking coffee, I headed for a dot on the map that looked
like a town but turned out to be a hamlet of about five homes, with a sign
saying NO FACILITIES. Then I drove
for miles on a gravel road, searching for the home of a farmer whose name I’d
been given in Hardisty. All I could see in the twilight was vacant prairie.


I’d been told
that the person I was seeking, Jim Ness, had resisted TransCanada when it
sought landowners’ permission to lay the XL through their properties. I was
eager to hear a contrary view, and
during
the long drive, I idly conjured an image of Ness as a back-to-the-land liberal,
perhaps an organic farmer who would offer me herbal tea with honey before
decrying the tar sands.


When I finally
found his suburban-style home, I was greeted instead by a man who said at the
door, “I’m happy to talk. But you should know I’m a bit of a redneck. If you
Yanks don’t want our oil, we’ll sell it to the Chinamen.”


Ness was a
strapping, handsome Viking in his sixties, with piercing blue eyes. He directed
me to the kitchen table while his wife cooked what appeared to be an entire
cow. She then piled slabs of beef onto a serving platter, along with french
fries and salad, before departing because of a cold. 


Ness bowed his
head. “Lord, thank you for this daily bread,” he said, “and bless and protect
Tony on his journey.”


As we sawed into
our steaks, I asked about the XL, but Ness hushed me, saying business talk
should wait until after supper. So we chatted about his Norwegian grandparents,
who had first farmed the land he still occupied, and about Ness’s love of guns,
God, and the chosen people. From my surname he’d guessed I was Jewish and
proceeded to quote from the Book of Obadiah, which prophesied that enemies of
the Israelites were doomed to destruction. “All the Palestinians should have
been expelled long ago,” he said. “Then the Holy Land would be just fine.”


Ness was also a
fervent defender of economic liberty and regarded man-made global warming as a
fiction perpetrated by “tree huggers.” His self-proclaimed “political
incorrectness” ran so deep that Ness refused to use the metric system or the
term “First Nation.” And when we finally got around to the XL, he announced,
“I’m very pro-pipeline. It’s good for the province, it’s good for Canada.”


But his support
came with one “huge caveat,” he said. “Property rights. No one should be able
to steal our land.”


Ness’s zeal for property
rights dated to his boyhood, when a land agent had showed up at his family’s
property to secure permission for a gas pipeline, a project Canada’s prime
minister had declared was in the national interest. “The agent said, ‘Sign
here. If you don’t, you’ll be in trouble,’” he recalled. So his family had
signed. No questions asked, no compensation. Their land had been left “rough,”
and decades later the pipe was still in the ground. “I wasn’t going to let that
happen again,” he said.


In his fifties,
Ness went back to school to become a licensed land agent so he could better
understand his rights. Then TransCanada came along, seeking permission for the
first Keystone line and the XL that would follow. The company contacted
landowners along the route and invited them to community meetings.


“They made it
all sound wonderful, great for you and the country,” Ness said. “Then they
eased their way in, asking consent to survey people’s land, the birds and
wildlife, make sure there are no Indian graves and so on.”


This work wasn’t
intrusive and softened up landowners for the company’s pitch: a one-time
payment for a perpetual right of way, plus four years of compensation for any
damage or crop loss caused by pipeline construction. This was much better than
the approach made to Ness’s family fifty years earlier. “But the game is the
same,” he said. “All they really want is your signature as quickly and cheaply
as possible.”


TransCanada also
had a stick to go with its carrot. If a landowner refused to sign, the company
could ask a court or regulator to have the land expropriated in the public
interest. TransCanada had taken this route successfully a number of times in
both Canada and the United States. “One person can’t do anything,” Ness said.
“The only leverage landowners have is working together.”


So Ness had helped
form an association, allowing landowners to negotiate as a group. Ultimately,
the association grew to about 150 and secured payment for easements that Ness
said were “ten times more than we would have gotten if we’d signed right away
as individuals.”


However, he
couldn’t legally reveal the sum he’d been paid, nor could anyone else along the
XL route, because TransCanada’s contracts carry a confidentiality clause. This
was another aspect of the system that worked in the company’s favor, making it
very hard for individual landowners to know if they were being made a lowball
offer, or how much more they might ask for—if they asked at all.


Ness’s group had
also won concessions over how the pipeline work would be done; for instance,
the company agreed to hire an independent monitor to oversee construction and
repair of the land. But one key issue remained unaddressed. As Ness explained
it, if a company no longer needed a pipeline, it could simply “decommission” or
abandon the line, leaving the pipe in the ground and landowners with the risk
and liability.


“They just walk
away,” Ness said. “What happens when the pipe deteriorates, the ground around
it collapses, and then someone walks or drives over it? Not their problem.” He
also worried about rotting pipelines becoming conduits for contaminants that
might harm the land and water. He felt money and rules should be put in place
for removing disused pipelines. But the company “claimed none of these problems
would ever happen,” he said, and his group hadn’t won over regulators, either.


“Our regulators
aren’t regulating; they’re just facilitating the industries they’re supposed to
police,” he said. “It’s only pressure from outside that ever makes things
better here.”


At this point it
struck me that Ness’s narrative had detoured rather sharply from the
free-market libertarianism he’d espoused over dinner. Ness, in essence, had
organized a union to bargain with TransCanada; he’d sought more government oversight;
he worried about the pipeline’s impact on the environment; and he was now
suggesting that outside agitators should meddle in his backyard.


Was this
self-professed “redneck” a closeted, tree-hugging pinko?


When I asked
Ness this, he quipped, “There aren’t many trees here to hug, even if I wanted
to.” Then he went quiet for a moment. “I run 150 cows and crop two thousand
acres of not great farmland. You have to take care of it. God gave us dominion
over the earth. That means being a steward of the land and not just taking
everything you can from it and leaving nothing for future generations.”


It was late, and
I had a long drive through the dark to the nearest motel. At the door, Ness put
his hand on my shoulder and said, “Blessings on you and your people.”




5. Saskatchewan
Blues


I didn’t feel
very blessed when I awoke the next morning in a fleabag motel, with what felt
like bedbug bites, and stepped outside to a howling wind, ice on the
windshield, and snow on the road. I also had a long drive ahead, through
Saskatchewan, which I’d been told was much bleaker than Alberta. As John van
Laar had put it to me in Cold Lake, “Saskatchewan is so flat and empty you can
watch your dog run away from you for three hours.”


This opinion was
seconded in Burstall, the first town I came to in Saskatchewan. At a café on
the deserted main street, I asked two women at the next table, Rita and Karen,
how their province differed from Alberta.


“It’s flatter,”
Rita said. “Just flat.”


 “A few
bumps and dunes,” Karen added. “It’s a novelty, eh, to see a hill.” 


“Need to go to
Montana to see hills,” Rita said. 


“But it’s nice
here, and quiet,” Karen concluded. “We’ve had moose wander down the main street.” 


After Burstall,
population 300, landmarks and humans dwindled. A few grain bins loomed by the road, but they were outnumbered by
abandoned, tilting farmhouses that appeared close to joining the flatness all
around them.


I reached a
crossroads with a sign that read, WELCOME
TO LIEBENTHAL,
WHERE PEOPLE
APPRECIATE PEOPLE.
Except there were no people to appreciate, only derelict homes and shuttered
shops. A mile east of Liebenthal, I flagged down a farmer in a pickup as he
returned across a cow pasture. Melvin Hittle wore a dun-colored Carhartt jacket
and a dun cap pulled so low I could barely see his eyes. With the wind howling,
I also had to almost stick my head into the truck’s cab to hear him.


Not that Hittle
said much. In answer to my first few questions, he only nodded. Yes, the
Keystone cut through his land, and yes, the XL would, too. “If I live to see
it,” he finally said.


Hittle was
sixty-six, which he said was about average for farmers in southwestern
Saskatchewan. “Young people don’t stay,” he explained, particularly now that
there were so many jobs in the Alberta oil patch. This made labor very scarce,
adding to the decline of farming.
Hittle’s
only child was working in Alberta as an oil engineer. “I’m glad he got a good
job, better than here. Liebenthal’s gone, farmers mostly gone. I’m the third
generation here. Probably the last.”


This was one
reason he welcomed the pipelines. TransCanada, he said, “treats me good and
pays for what they do.” I asked about some of the issues Jim Ness had raised
the night before, like disused pipes left in the ground. Hittle shrugged.
“After my time,” he said.


I drove on,
through a landscape as terse as its few inhabitants. Hittle’s farm marked
roughly the point at which the XL route cut diagonally southeast toward
Montana. Unfortunately for me, rural Saskatchewan had been laid out in grids,
with almost all roads running due north–south or east–west. So I had to keep
zigzagging to find and follow the XL path.


There were no
signs to delineate the un-built pipeline, and few landmarks of any kind to
figure out where I was on the map. Mostly just vacant brown prairie lightly
covered in snow. I felt as though I was driving across a sugar-dusted pancake.


One of the few
farmers I managed to locate and speak to was Aaron Sulz. Like most others hereabouts,
he descended from German immigrants, his son had left for Alberta, and he cropped
and ran cattle across an enormous area—3,200 acres—to survive in this harsh,
semi-arid environment.


Sulz, however,
didn’t welcome the XL, which would cut through his property. A gas pipeline
nearby had exploded in the 1990s, and he worried that an oil spill would go
straight into the water table, a few feet underground.


“They pay you
okay,” he said of TransCanada. “But what’s that money worth if the water that
feeds this land is no good anymore?” Like Jim Ness, he also worried about
abandoned pipes and other issues. But he kept repeating a sentiment I’d hear
often in Saskatchewan. “Nothing you can do, eh? Nothing you can do.”


Detouring in
search of sustenance, I found snacks at a convenience store (with bathroom
graffiti of a man fucking a sheep and the words SASKATCHEWAN SEX EDUCATION) and sat in my
car reading a history of the province, which helped explain the desolation I
was driving through. White settlement had come here very late, mainly in the
early 1900s, when homesteaders poured in to claim quarter-mile plots. Towns and
grain elevators sprang up along new railway lines. Then, almost as quickly as
the influx began, it reversed course as drought, dust storms in the “Dirty
Thirties,” and other hardships drove settlers off the land en masse.


Saskatchewan ghost town
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This legacy was
starkly evident later on my daylong drive, when I reached a string of towns
marked on my map, and on road signs, to discover they were ghost settlements:
rotting grain elevators, faded wooden buildings, vintage cars rusting in yards,
and not a soul to be found except in cemeteries filled with German and Slavic
names.


The weirdest of
these phantom towns was Masefield. Its road sign sat propped against a rock,
with an arrow pointing to a jumble of structures that lacked even the layout of
a town. I found a single person, Richard Glas, burning cardboard in a trash
barrel. He explained that Masefield had originally stood across the road, but
his father had moved its abandoned buildings over here, beside the family
place, mainly to use for grain storage.


“This used to be
the municipal office,” he said, pointing at a wooden structure with peeling
paint. “That was my grandpa’s grocery store and the post office,” he said of another.


His grandfather
had come from Ukraine and settled here in 1927, paying $5 for a quarter-mile of
land. Back then the railway ran by Masefield, a thriving community with three
grain elevators. But by the time Glas was born, in the early 1950s, only fifteen
people remained, and in later decades the elevators closed and the rail tracks
were torn up and taken away.


Glas and two
brothers had “stuck it out,” he said, growing grain that they now had to haul
to a terminal forty miles away. They’d also signed without hesitation when
TransCanada sought an easement. Some older pipelines in the area had ruptured,
but Glas felt new ones would be safer. If they weren’t, it was no great concern
to him, since he planned to retire soon to go live near his son in Alberta.


I asked Glas if
he felt saddened by the demise of the rural world his family had occupied for
three generations. “Nobody can live here forever,” he replied. “They probably
shouldn’t have come here in the first place.”


***


At dark, I
reached Val Marie, the last settlement on my route through Saskatchewan. After
the many depleted or deceased towns I’d passed, this stop came as a pleasant
surprise. Val Marie had only ninety-seven people, but also a grocery, a bar, even
artists’ studios and a café offering latte and Wi-Fi.


Val Marie, I
learned at the bar, had effectively been saved by the abandonment of the
drought- stricken grassland all around it. As farmers fled, the government took
over large areas of ruined prairie and set about rehabilitating it. This led to
the creation in the 1980s of Grasslands National Park, headquartered in Val
Marie, drawing park workers and seasonal tourists, as well as artists and
others attracted to the starkly beautiful landscape and cheap real estate.


Among the
newcomers were Johanna and Ken Jensen, a civil servant and librarian from
Regina. They’d left their city jobs in 2000 and opened an inn called the
Crossing, in a ranch house bordering the park, where I found a room for the
night. These urban “refugees,” as Johanna called them, brought a different
outlook to what had formerly been a conservative farming area. When I asked for
her views on the XL, she called it “Auschwitz for the environment” and slammed
Canada’s right-wing prime minister for “gutting” environmental laws and
vigorously pushing the oil sands.


“We’re raping
the land, like we’ve done before, and giving Canada a bad name,” she said. The
Jensens and some of their like-minded neighbors hoped to join one of the
anti-pipeline protests scheduled in communities across Canada a month later.


It was
refreshing to meet an unabashed lefty, and to wake up the next day with a view
of a national park. Part of me wanted to linger, scratch my bedbug bites, and
stroll through the grasslands.


But the previous
day’s drive had been sobering. As the crow flies—or the smart pig slides—I’d
tracked 175 miles of the pipeline’s path. Yet in doing so, zigzagging on rural
roads, I’d logged almost four hundred miles. With stops to gather information, this
had meant traveling from dawn to dark to cover a small fraction of the XL’s
route. If I didn’t keep moving, I risked ending my journey snowbound, in a
ditch or ghost town.


So I settled for
a short hike before heading for the border, twenty miles south. As the United
States approached, I felt mixed emotions. My twelve-day tour of Canada hadn’t
taken me to many beauty spots, but I’d grown fond of the country. Almost
everyone I’d met had been thoughtful and considerate, even of an inquisitive
and unrelenting Yank, despite the resentment I sensed Canadians felt when it
came to their bumptious, self-involved, and overbearing neighbor to the south.


At the same
time, I wouldn’t miss dodging moose, or listening to hockey on the radio, and
looked forward to being back among my countrymen. Or so I felt—until passing
the Canadian border post and reaching a sign that read, DO NOT PROCEED UNTIL DIRECTED TO.


At the bar the
night before, drinkers had told me that they used to frequently visit a tavern
on the Montana side, without showing a passport at the border. U.S. border agents
were so easygoing that they’d visit the bar themselves and remind Canadian patrons
that if they wanted to get home, the border crossing closed at 10:00 p.m.


All that had
changed with 9/11. Now, the border had barbed wire, floodlights, and patrols by
land and air. And even at a lonely outpost between rural Saskatchewan and
Montana, lines formed as motorists inched forward to be interrogated and have
their vehicles searched.


When my turn
came, I couldn’t get the window button to work and started to open my door so I
could hand the officer my passport.


“Do NOT get out
of the vehicle!” he barked. Welcome home. 


For a moment, I
wondered if my story might also arouse suspicion. I was driving a one-way rental, with no return point or date on
the contract (I didn’t have much clue when or where exactly I’d end). My map of
the U.S. Plains states, open on the seat beside me, was covered in cryptic
red-ink notations: “XL on-ramp,” “pipe yard,” “center of opposition.” Tossed in
back, beneath fifty empty cups of Tim Horton coffee, lay the coveralls and hardhat
I’d worn as disguise in the oil sands. Oh, and the purpose of my trip, Officer,
is to take notes on a pipeline that doesn’t yet exist. As my teenage son would
put it, I seemed like a “total sketchball.”


As it happened,
the border agent showed interest in only one item: an apple I was importing
from Canada. He inspected it, handed the fruit back, and wordlessly waved me
into the United States.




6. Supersized
Montana


At first, the
grassland on the U.S. side of the border looked like a mirror image of the
Canadian prairie I’d just left. The pattern of settlement in northeastern
Montana also paralleled that in Saskatchewan. Here, too, homesteaders had
staked claims of arid land and departed in large numbers after enduring drought
and crop failure. Many went on to try their luck in Saskatchewan. Folks on
either side of the border also kept in touch, despite the post-9/11 strictures.
Just before leaving Canada, I’d stopped at a farmhouse by the border and talked
briefly with its owner. He said he often spoke with his “neighbor” Leroy
Siminson, the Montanan who ranched the property adjoining his.


“Neighbor,” in
this setting, didn’t mean someone you could shout to over the hedge, or borrow
a stick of butter from. Upon entering Montana, I drove for miles without seeing
any sign of habitation. If Leroy Siminson lived somewhere in this bare expanse,
I reckoned he must be a half-starved hermit.


Then, in what
seemed a mirage, I glimpsed a bustling collection of corrals and sheds ahead.
Driving closer, I saw cowboys on horses cracking whips, other men racing around
in all-terrain vehicles, and a herd of bellowing cattle more numerous than all
the people I’d seen in Saskatchewan.


My reception came
as a shock, too. The previous day, I’d struggled to extract so much as a
complete sentence from reserved and rather glum ranchers. So I felt a little
tentative about intruding on busy workmen to ask about a nonexistent pipeline.
Also, I seemed to be the only person in sight who wasn’t wearing leather chaps,
cowboy boots, and a ten-gallon hat.


But the first
man I approached said “Hi there,” and when I asked if by any chance Leroy
Siminson was around, he led me to a silver-haired man with one boot perched on
a rail as he studied the corralled cattle. I told Siminson I was passing
through and had heard his name from Mr. Smailes, his neighbor in Canada.


“You mean
Syd—great guy!” he replied, flashing a thousand-watt smile and thrusting out
his hand. “Great to meet you! Stick around and watch the fun.”


Leroy Siminson, rancher in northeast Montana
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As I leaned
against the rail, Siminson explained that today marked the annual shipment of
calves he’d raised to a weight of about six hundred pounds each. Herded across
a scale, the cattle were then loaded onto trucks for shipment as far away as
Iowa. They’d been sold at auction—an online video auction, with buyers around
the country clicking their computers or calling in bids.


A rep from the
video-auction company was on hand today, and Siminson waved him over. At which
point another beefy hand lunged at me, and then a business card, as the
auctioneer regaled me with details about how to videotape Black Angus and how
much money this sale made for his client. “Sold 860 calves, at $900 to $1,000 a
head,” he said. “Big payday for Leroy.”


Siminson smiled
again and volunteered numbers of his own. He had twelve hundred mother cows and
a fleet of farm vehicles, and he farmed and ranched across a startling sixty
thousand acres with two sons and hired help. On this day, he’d hired a small
army and took me inside a shed where he’d laid out a spread for them: coffee,
cake, and peppermint schnapps.


“In the old
days, you had to shovel shit all day out of barns, and I remember as a kid
freezing to death sitting on an open-air Caterpillar with my father,” Siminson
said. These days he sat in a combine with a closed cab, heat and
air-conditioning, and auto-drive. “I push a button to make a turn, and at the
end of each row it beeps to tell me to turn again.” To check on cattle or
fences, he drove an all-terrain vehicle rather than a horse.


“You have to get
big and mechanized to survive,” he explained, “and very big to thrive.”
Siminson had worked hard and expanded enough that at sixty-four, he owned a
second home in Arizona and a time-share in Mexico, allowing him to escape for
three or four months each winter.


Given the scale
of his ranch, I was surprised to learn that the XL route missed his property as
it entered Montana. But he said the pipeline would be “great” and whipped out
his cell phone to read off the names and numbers of affected ranchers I should
speak to. He also insisted I go visit his wife, Gale, at their home just down
the road. “She’d love to meet you!”


I found Gale in
the kitchen of the Siminsons’ comfortable ranch house, cooking stew and ribs
for a crowd of hired men. A tall Nordic woman, she dished out portions big
enough for Thor, including one for me. Like her husband, she had a blinding
smile and no complaints, even though she had to drive fifty miles to the
nearest grocery store so she could feed all these cowboys. “Seconds?” she
asked, reaching for my plate.


I decided to
flee before she fed me to death, or her husband came home and offered me a job
or a piece of their Mexican time-share. I’d been in Big Sky Montana for only
three hours and already felt exhausted by its big smiles, big food portions,
big hats, big ranches, big everything! Modest Canada had rubbed off on me just
enough to make this supersize portion of my own country seem foreign.


So I felt
strangely restored when I drove on to Loring, the first settlement on the map
south of the border, and site of the bar that drinkers in Saskatchewan had told
me they used to frequent. The bar was now
shuttered,
along with almost everything else. Pigeons roosted in a grain elevator by the
torn-up railroad tracks.


All that
remained was a tiny post office, closed for the day, and a car-repair shop
owned by Dave Clark, a brawny man in oil-stained jeans. Apart from Clark, his
wife, and their son and his family, no one lived in Loring anymore. “Unless you
count our dogs and the pigeons,” he said.


This suited
Clark, who’d arrived thirty years ago from Minnesota—too crowded, he said—and
felt Loring was “the best place in the world. No one bugs me here.” He kept
tabs, however, on the wider world, listening to the radio while he worked. The
foreign news he heard, particularly from the Middle East, made him a fan of the
XL and the oil it would bring to the United States. “Our troops should be home,
and we should take care of business here rather than getting into all that
trouble overseas.”


Clark also liked
TransCanada, which had donated several thousand dollars so Loring could build a
new fire station. When I asked if he worried about climate change, Clark looked
at me as if I’d asked whether he believed in fairies.


“Oh, Christ,
no,” he said. But he did worry about the fate of the U.S. economy. “The car
parts I get sent are all made in China or Mexico. I get real excited if I see
something made in the USA.”


Dave Clark, auto mechanic in Loring, Montana
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I was about to
leave when Clark mentioned another “foreign” element: his nearest neighbors,
apart from family. “The Hutterites,” he said. “Stick to themselves, don’t much
want to be part of America.”


Hutterites are a
German-speaking religious sect that migrated to North America in the 1870s
after centuries of persecution in Europe. Like the Amish, they seek to separate
themselves so they can follow their Anabaptist faith and plain way of life
undisturbed by the secular and materialistic modern world.


That was about
all I knew and I was curious to learn more. So I followed Clark’s directions,
driving for miles on a gravel road toward what seemed an empty horizon, remote even
by the stark standards of northeastern Montana. I finally reached a sign
reading LORING
COLONY and
a cluster of simple, identical buildings linked by concrete paths. I asked two
young farmworkers whom I might speak to about the colony, and they pointed at a
man sitting in a car nearby: Josh Hofer, one of the colony’s three elected
leaders.


A bearded man of
about sixty who spoke with a German accent, Hofer wore black pants, black
suspenders, a black jacket, and a broad-brimmed black hat. He said forty families
lived here, one of several hundred Hutterite colonies scattered across Montana,
the Dakotas, and western Canada.


This diaspora
reflected, in part, the division of Hutterites into three groups, or leutes. The Loring
colony was Dariusleut. Among other
differences, Hofer explained, women here wore shawls with small dots while
women in other leutes
had
headdresses with larger dots.


But Hutterites
hewed to the same essential beliefs, and what distinguished them most from
other sects—and from North America at large—was their devotion to absolute
equality and communal living. “We work together, eat together, pray together,
all things together,” Hofer said. The earnings from the colony’s crops and milk
cows went into “one big pot,” with money ladled out to care for medical or
other needs. Each of the housing units was identically designed and equipped,
right down to the number of spoons and plates.


Hutterites were
also devout pacifists. Church services—held daily in a plain room without
musical accompaniment—drew solely on the New Testament. “Too much killing” in
the Old, Hofer said.


Hutterites spoke
German to one another and had their own schools, but a visiting teacher taught
English. Girls only went through the eighth grade and unlike boys, who could
wear farm clothes when working, were expected to always be clad in dark formal
clothing and shawls.


“Girls get a
little out of whack sometimes,” he said disapprovingly as a teenager in a long,
midnight-blue dress walked past. “There can be color, not too bright.”


But Hofer said Dariusleut colonies weren’t
as strict and isolationist as some. Loring colonists often drove to the county
seat of Malta to buy shoes and other necessities they didn’t make themselves,
and they had cordial relations with “the English.” In at least one respect,
Hofer also shared the conservative politics of his Montana neighbors. He
strongly favored the XL, because it would reduce the county’s taxes, and
climate change didn’t concern him.


“It’s going to
burn up anyhow at the end, the world will end in fire,” he said. “You don’t
know when that will happen, but what’s going to be will be.”


When I asked if
I could see the dining hall, he pointed me to one of the simple buildings,
where Deborah Hofer and three teenagers were preparing dinner in a modern but
very plain kitchen. This Hofer (there were many) was an apple dumpling of a
woman, stout and ruddy cheeked, with a lovely, singsong voice. “Each of the
ladies works a week at a time cooking and baking,” she said, before rotating to
other jobs. For tonight, she and her daughters were cooking pork loin with
fried potatoes, and lemon pie.


The kitchen
opened into a dining hall with long tables flanked by benches. Tonight would be
a bit special, she said, because it was Halloween and the children would be
allowed a candy bar or other small treat.


“Will they wear
costumes?” I asked.


“Oh, no,” she
replied. But there was a little leeway afforded women when they worked in the
kitchen. She and the others wore sneakers rather than their customary dark and
heavy leather shoes. “We’re very modernized,” she said of the colony. For
example, “ladies don’t have cell phones, but men do, because they’re so far
away doing work and need to talk to each other.”


I asked if young
people could date.


“Oh, no.”
Mostly, they met during weddings, which brought members of different colonies
together. “Then a boy and girl can correspond. I met my husband at a wedding.
Most do.”


“Is there
dancing at weddings?”


“Oh, no, no.”


 “A
honeymoon after it?” 


“Oh, no, no, no,
no.”


I kept at this
call-and-response just for the pleasure of hearing her repeat this, and caught
the hint of a smile when, after a litany of no’s, I asked whether alcohol was
allowed. “Yes. If men want a beer in the house, that’s okay.”


Women relaxed by
making quilts together. I nodded appreciatively and said I was an admirer of
Amish quilts. We discussed a few other matters and then, as I was about to go,
she said quietly, “Would you like to buy something?”


I smiled
noncommittally, curious where this would lead. She spoke in German to one of her
daughters and told me the teenager would take me to meet someone in a separate
building. It all felt vaguely illicit, as if a drug deal were about to go down.


The teenager led
me across the colony, blushing and stammering in reply to my questions. All I
learned was that newlywed women moved to their husband’s colony, and anyone who
married an “outside” person, meaning a non-Hutterite, could no longer belong to
a colony.


Then we reached
an apartment where she introduced me to an elderly woman identified only as
“Grandmother.” She wore dark brown, unlike the other women, who favored dark
purple, and she seemed very stern. Ignoring my attempts at pleasantries, she
nodded at another woman who sat with a black plastic garbage bag at her feet.
At this, the second woman pulled a white quilt from the bag.


“Made from the
down of our own ducks and geese,” Grandmother said. The quilt was composed of
identical blank squares. “Very few make quilts this way, very warm and well
done.”


I wasn’t in the
market for a quilt, but asked how much. “A queen for $280, a king for $330,”
she said. “Do you want to buy?”


I told her I’d
have to consult my wife, stalling in hopes I’d learn more about Hutterite life.
Glancing around the apartment, I spied two bedrooms, a kitchen, and a bathroom.
The only adornment was a plaque on the wall with the words Hope Faith Love.
There was a phone but no TV or electronic appliance.


“Everyone the
same, only what we need,” Grandmother said. Apart from a few family items, all
property was shared. I asked if this applied to the money from quilts. “We do
not like to speak of this.” She frowned and asked again, “Do you want to buy?”


I demurred once
more, promising to call my wife and return if I could. At this, she spoke in
German to the teenager, who quickly escorted me out the door. I later learned
that personal money was a divisive issue among Hutterites. Some colonies
forbade it altogether, while others allowed modest sums to be earned.


Quilt peddling
aside, I left the Loring Colony feeling I’d glimpsed a rare vestige of almost
pure communism. Hutterites’ faith and agrarian ways might not fit Karl Marx’s
industrial, anti- religious vision. But in other respects, I imagined Karl
would be impressed—if startled, like me—to discover radical pacifists and
communitarians thriving in one of the most conservative, gun-loving corners of
the capitalistic USA.




7. The Most
Right-Wing Bar in America


An hour later, I
was back in the bosom of cowboy Montana, which seemed as unregulated as the
Hutterite colony was rule-bound. Seeking ranchers whose land the XL route
passed through, I was told that a number of them could be found, almost
nightly, at the North 40 Bar & Café, in the community of Whitewater. So
could, it seemed, every
inhabitant
for miles around, including six-year-olds.


The first person
I met at the bar was Tricia LaBrie, whose three young children attended the
school a few doors from the North 40. “We send the kids here to the bar after
school,” she said. “If I’m picking them up and running late, I know where to
find them.”


On this evening,
the North 40 was especially convenient, because Whitewater’s small grid of
streets was the only place where kids could trick or treat without driving an
hour. LaBrie and other parents sat drinking beer while their children trolled
in the Halloween twilight outside. “The kids will be in here bellying up to the
bar before long,” she said.


LaBrie had grown
up on a distant ranch and the road connecting Whitewater to the nearest town
had only been paved in recent years. This remoteness allowed for another lax
rule when it came to the under-aged: child driving. LaBrie’s mother, Debby, who
joined us at the bar, said her oldest son began driving 24 miles to school in Whitewater
in seventh grade. “I think he was thirteen, maybe still twelve,” she said.
Before long, he was transporting his younger siblings to school as well.


“I wasn’t
worried; he was very mature and had been driving trucks on the farm since third
grade,” Debby said. The only complication arose when kids later had to do
driver’s ed to receive a Montana license. The nearest town big enough to
practice parallel parking was 150 miles away.


At around 6:00
p.m., the North 40 began to fill with superheroes, fairies, unicorns, and other
costume-clad kids, climbing onto bar stools to show off their treats. One of
their schoolteachers was also present, dressed as a cow and tossing darts with
one hand while she clutched a beer in the other.


Then ranchers joined
the mob, including all the landowners Leroy Siminson had recommended I contact
about the XL. I spoke first to Mike Hammond, who was strongly pro-pipeline—a view,
he said, was shared by everyone he knew in conservative Phillips County.


This was another
respect in which the XL route had been well plotted. Its passage through the U.S.
crossed one of the politically reddest parts of the nation: rural, overwhelmingly
white counties that had voted Republican in the last presidential election by a
margin of about three to one. According to TransCanada, every one of the 539
Montanans whose land the XL would cross had already granted an easement.


Hammond was
among the first, since his land bordered Canada. “They showed us some maps and
literature and pretty much said, ‘This is what we’re paying.’ It sounded good.”
He signed without hesitation or negotiation. But the payment, for him, wasn’t
the issue. “We aren’t looking to get rich individually from this. The whole
gist is that we want the pipeline because it will help the tax base, bring more
business to places like this bar, and other improvements.”


New power lines
had already been put in to bring power to a pump station TransCanada would need
in the county. Roads would be upgraded. And hundreds of workers would come to
the county to build the pipeline. “It’s all jobs, all progress,” Hammond said.


We were joined
by two landowners who shared similar views, and by a man who played a bigger
role in the pipeline’s passage through Montana. Richard Dunbar looked much like
his fellow ranchers, a ruddy man wearing jeans, cowboy boots, and a Caterpillar
cap, sipping Bud Light from the can as he leaned against the bar. But in
addition to ranching, he served as one of three county commissioners and as
president of the Montana Association of Oil, Gas & Coal Counties, which
pushed for energy development. He’d worked closely with TransCanada and had traveled
to Washington to lobby in favor of the pipeline.


Dunbar began his
pro-XL pitch to me by laying out the numbers. TransCanada would generate an
estimated $5 million in tax revenue for the county, half of which would go to
the school district. This was seven times the tax collected from the county’s
current highest taxpayer, another pipeline company, and a very large sum for a
county with only four thousand people (compared with 56,000 cattle). I asked
how the county might use this windfall. “We have no big plans to spend,” he
said. Like others in this conservative district, his priority was lower
property taxes.


And there were
many other benefits. The pipeline facilities would require power, bought from
the county’s electricity co-op, and money would flow as well to countless
individuals and businesses. “A guy with a gravel pit, they’ll want his gravel,”
he said. “A lot I own here in Whitewater—if they need it for workers to park
campers, I’ll rent it to them. The spinoffs are going to be unreal.”


I posed the
argument, often made by pipeline skeptics, that almost all the jobs created by
the XL would be short-term. At this, Mike Hammond cut in. “Obama said that,
too. Well, I’ve never seen a construction job that’s permanent.”


This prompted a
long round of Obama bashing and drew several more men to our circle. I was
suddenly in the midst of a John Birch Society meeting, with men railing against
“socialistic” health care, the feds coming after their guns, the idleness of
Indians (“Just like the blacks, all they want is to collect a check from the
government”), and even the grave menace posed to ranchland by a tiny number of
buffalo being reintroduced to Montana after the bison’s near extermination a
century ago.


So I wasn’t
exactly shocked by the ranchers’ response when I steered the conversation to
climate change. “Overhyped,” Dunbar declared. “You want to go back to the Stone
Age and use only wind, sun, and water?”


Hammond was even
more dismissive. “A few years ago, we had more snow and cold than I ever
remember. When it’s forty below out, global warming doesn’t sound like such a
bad thing.”


The risk posed
by oil spills was, to these men, a near fiction, too. “Go look at a Wal-Mart
parking lot,” Hammond said. “Basically covered in the same stuff that’ll run
through that pipeline. It’s tar, not arsenic.”


This led back,
somehow, to bashing Obama and his clueless supporters—despite the fact that the
president had equivocated on the pipeline and many Democrats supported it,
including labor unions. Listening to this disparagement of all things liberal, I
began to sense that the ranchers’ passion for the XL had a deeper wellspring
than its potential benefits to Phillips County, Montana. The pipeline had
become a proxy for the larger war between red and blue America. Liberals wanted
to stop the XL; therefore, these men must defend it to the last ditch.


I was reminded
of diehard southerners I’d met, many of whom clung to the rebel flag as a
symbolic “fuck all y’all.” The setting and issues were different here, but the
ranchers seemed to be brandishing the XL like a raised middle finger, thrust in
the face of the milquetoast and misguided “liberal elite.”


Of which they
knew I was a member. It was written all over me: journalist, Jew (hearing my
name, one man had asked for confirmation of this), resident of ultra-Democratic
Massachusetts. I’d also challenged a few of their wilder views. Yet none of
their venom was aimed at me personally. Quite the opposite. The men kept buying
me beers and urging me to stay.


Perhaps it was
the novelty of having a liberal in their midst. By the time I finally left, to
back slaps and beery advice that I watch more Fox News, I decided the North 40
was the most genial and right-wing bar in America.




8. The Bakken:
Oilfield Gomorrah 


I was wrong.
Montana was filled with bars like the North 40, and my journey through the
state would become an extended pub crawl. One reason: in many of the hamlets
along my route, the bar was the only open business.


Typical was
Hinsdale, which I reached the next day, hoping to learn about the “man camp”
that TransCanada planned to construct for three hundred pipeline workers at the
outskirts of the town. This was more than the existing population of Hinsdale,
and I toured the somnolent main street searching for a soul to interview.
Fortunately, I’d arrived just before opening time at Stoughie’s Bar &
Grill, and the man for whom it was named was delighted to talk.


Ron Stough
seemed at first an atypical resident of rural Montana. A transplant from
industrial Green Bay, Wisconsin, he decorated his bar with Packers memorabilia
and served Old Milwaukee beer. He wore a black leather jacket and was the rare
male I’d met in Montana who didn’t have a cap or cowboy hat on his head. But in
other respects, he’d entirely assimilated with his adopted state.


“It’s a great
way of life here—anything goes, and it’s safe as can be,” he said. “If you come
back tonight, you’ll find every vehicle parked outside has the keys in the
ignition and a rifle or two on the rack. No one’s worried about someone
stealing their truck or gun.”


I chose not to
question whether unlocked, gun-stocked vehicles signified the apogee of public
safety and asked instead about the XL. “I’m thinking three hundred thirsty
workers, with money in their pockets and no place to spend it but here,” he
said. If the XL were approved, he’d hire more staff and add to his opening
hours, which already extended from 10:00 in the morning to 2:00 a.m.


Then we were
back to the subject most dear to him: weapons. He said Hinsdale celebrated July
4 with a magnificent display of firepower, including .50-caliber Browning
machine guns and heavy mortars heaving bowling balls. He reached behind the bar
to show me a sample machine-gun round, a bullet about six inches long. “I’ve
shot deer with these. It’s like driving a copper pipe through them. The deer
don’t take another step, they just drop in shock.”


Stough also
hosted gunplay inside his bar. “It’s cock, draw, and fire, like old-time
western gunslingers,” he said, although he added, with evident regret, that the
duelists only fired wax bullets
from
their pistols, at targets rather than each other. Even so, he said, “it gets
your attention when there are ten people here with guns on their hips, like
Dodge City.”


At high noon,
lunch traffic appeared and I found someone to talk to about oil transport
rather than deadly force. Ralph Jimison was a railroad electrician who worked
at a new facility that would handle crude from the Bakken, the vast and booming
oil field that straddled the Montana–North Dakota line. This was relevant to my
mission, since TransCanada, at the urging of Montana’s then governor, had
agreed to build an “on-ramp” to the XL so that Bakken oil could feed into the
pipeline and flow to refineries. The arrangement was a boon to Montana and also
to TransCanada in its effort to win U.S. support.


As a railroad
man, Jimison regarded pipelines as inferior. “They can ship oil to one place.
Railroads are flexible and can go to any refinery in the U.S.” But what struck
me most was what he said next. So much oil was pouring out of the Bakken, in
addition to the flow from Alberta, “that there’s more than enough for everyone
to carry. It’s absolutely insane out there.”


His co-worker
and lunch partner seconded Jimison’s opinion with an analogy to the Louisiana
bayou. “We’re up to our ass in alligators and still trying to drain the swamp,”
he said. “That’s how busy we are.”


At the next town
along the XL route, Glasgow, I visited a bar with bullet holes in the ceiling
and cash register, and met rail workers again, directing freight traffic at a
depot by the tracks. They told me that “oil can trains,” composed of hundreds
of cylindrical cars carrying only crude, were streaming out of the Bakken. A
huge new terminal was being built just east of Glasgow to handle all the
traffic.


Like the rail
men I’d met earlier, the workers believed carrying oil overland on tracks was
much better than shipping it belowground. “What about that big pipeline spill
in North Dakota the other day?” one of them said. “Last I heard they still
haven’t cleaned it up.”


This was news to
me, though it had made the papers in Montana. From what I gathered, an oil
pipeline had burst beneath farmland and the company hadn’t even known about the
accident until a farmhand discovered crude erupting out of the ground. He was
quoted as saying he thought he’d stumbled on a gushing oil well, like in The Beverly Hillbillies.


To see the spill
site, I’d have to detour about 150 miles from the route I’d planned. But this
would give me a glimpse of the Bakken field that would feed 100,000 barrels a
day into the XL. Anyway, Montanans thought nothing of driving three hours to
shop at the nearest mall. So the next day,
having visited several more lawless Montana bars, I headed east toward North
Dakota, a state I’d last visited as a teenage hitchhiker in the 1970s. All I
recalled from that trip was standing for hours by windswept roads, praying for
a farm vehicle to carry me another mile across the vast rectangle of Dakota blankness.


Now, North
Dakota was the country’s fastest-growing state, due to the oil boom in the
Bakken. And I was headed for the nation’s fastest-growing county, centered on
the boomtown of Williston. From what I’d heard and read, this formerly sleepy
town was now an oilfield Gomorrah, rife with stabbings, drugs, prostitution,
and other sin.


The first
evidence I saw of North Dakota’s transformation was a cluster of new casinos
perched just on the Montana side of the state line. Montana has more liberal
gaming laws, and gamblers flocked to these betting dens from the nearby North
Dakota oil fields.


Ten miles on,
the roadside started to fill with trailer parks, half-built housing blocks, and
heavy equipment yards the size of stadium parking lots. Turning off to tour a
roadside work camp, I met one of its residents, a young
man named Marquise Barge. He worked for an oil-fields-services company and was
happy to show me the “cabin” he occupied. It was about eight feet across and
eighteen feet long. As a supervisor, Barge had the unit to himself; usually the
cabins were partitioned in two.


“It doesn’t get
much better than this—biggest perk of my job,” he said of his living space.
This compound was also much nicer than the “man camps” he’d previously occupied
in the Bakken, where workers crowded into cubicles with communal bathrooms and
kitchens. “Guys joke that it’s like living in a jail cell,” he said, “and a lot
of them are speaking from experience.” 


A few miles on,
I reached the outer circle of Williston’s hellish sprawl, which radiated across
the prairie for miles: endless construction, roadwork, tangled nests of power
lines, and snarled truck traffic. Crawling off the highway, I found Williston’s
pre-oil-boom downtown, a grid of wide streets by the railroad tracks.


As I parked, I
noticed a man in the next space unloading boxes of books from a van. He said he
was donating them to the Salvation Army so he could claim a tax deduction and
buy a few new ones at a nearby bookshop. Kevin—no last name offered, due to
“other things I’m leaving behind”—was a carpenter from Connecticut who’d come
to the Bakken in search of a “fresh start.” In no time, he’d been offered work
at a rig site that paid three times what he’d made back east.


“There’s
something wrong with you if you can’t find a job here,” he said. “If you can
turn a wrench and pass a drug test, you can make eighty-grand a year.”


But a room at
the company’s man camp wouldn’t come open for six weeks; he’d yet to receive
his first paycheck; and he couldn’t afford the inflated short-term lodging in
Williston. So he was living in his van, which he’d stocked with a hot plate and
a cooler of food; he kept the engine running at night so he wouldn’t freeze. “I
work sixteen-hour days, eat, and crash,” he said. “You do what you have to in
this economy.”


Around the
corner I found the store he’d mentioned, Books on Broadway, an old-fashioned
shop where the bespectacled proprietor brewed coffee for his patrons. Charles
Wilder also worked as an attorney and part-time municipal judge, and he had
witnessed firsthand the makeover of the prairie town his grandparents had
helped found in 1887. “Williston used to be cliquish, provincial,
Scandinavian—a lot like Lake Wobegon,” he said. “Now the world has come to us.”


Oil wasn’t new to
the region; companies had drilled since the 1950s, poking at the top layers of
the Bakken, a vast, oil-rich shale formation. But it was only during the past
five years that fracking and horizontal drilling had made it possible to tap
the Bakken’s miles-deep deposits. This had unleashed the biggest gusher in the U.S. in decades, catapulting
North Dakota past Alaska to become the nation’s second largest oil producer,
trailing only Texas.


In no time, the
population of Williston and its immediate surrounds had tripled, to roughly
forty thousand. Semi-arid pasture sold for $100,000 an acre, and entry-level
jobs at Wal-Mart paid $17 an hour. And Wilder suddenly had “guys in overalls
with engineering degrees” trolling his bookstore, as well as non– English
speakers needing translators in his courtroom.


In Wilder’s
view, Williston’s reputed crime spree was overstated, consisting mostly of
shoplifting and drunk- driving offenses. Rumors of women being stalked and
raped in the Wal-Mart parking lot were untrue, he said, though there had been a
horrific incident the previous year in another Bakken town. Two drifters who’d
come looking for oil-field work had abducted a local schoolteacher during her
dawn jog. Her body was later found buried in a field near Williston.


Crime and
congestion weren’t the only concerns. Wilder said locals worried about the
impact of injecting chemicals deep into the Bakken’s shale, and about all the
water the industry sucked from the region’s arid ecosystem. “This is a new,
entirely technology-driven boom,” he said. “We don’t know the consequences.”


As he brewed
more coffee, I read a copy of that week’s Bakken News, which stated
that almost 2,500 miles of pipeline had been laid in North Dakota over the past
year alone. It also ran an AP report that three hundred pipeline leaks had gone
unreported by companies and regulators since 2011. The recent spill I’d heard
about in Montana hadn’t been disclosed until two weeks after it occurred, and
details of the cause and cleanup remained sketchy.


So I felt a
righteous head of journalistic steam (and the bookstore’s double espresso) as I
headed off for the spill site, forty-five miles away. My buzz began to
dissipate as I crawled through Williston’s sprawl and then turned onto a
truck-choked highway through the oil fields outside town. Wells lined the road,
with tall pipes exhaling flames, like circus fire-eaters. This was due to the
burn-off of natural gas that’s produced by drilling for oil.


Gas flaring in the Bakken oilfield, North Dakota
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Two hours after
leaving Williston, I finally arrived at my destination: a modest farmhouse
beside a red barn, three miles from the nearest paved road. Knocking on the
door, I was greeted by a woman who didn’t appear thrilled to see me. “We’ve
gotten lots of calls. It’s making my husband grouchy and he doesn’t want to
talk,” she said.


Having come this
far, I couldn’t bear to retreat, even if it meant exploiting the hospitality
I’d encountered across the prairie. So rather than plead the “public interest,”
I lingered at the door with a hangdog
expression, telling how I’d driven for hours from Montana. The woman glanced
past me, to a field where her husband was baling hay. “Okay, come in, but just
for a minute,” she said.


Patty Jensen,
like many others I’d met, was fair-haired and Nordic, the granddaughter of
Danish homesteaders. In the front hall hung a picture of a blond girl, her
father’s sister, who had died at age six while on a train to the nearest
hospital, some eighty miles away. Another member of the family had survived
appendicitis after a country doctor operated on him—on the table that now sat
in the Jensens’ kitchen.


“I don’t want to
go back to my grandparents’ time,” Jensen said. These days, she commuted
forty-five minutes each way to her job as a bookkeeper at a farmers’ union. “I
burn a lot of oil.” One of her three children worked as an oil engineer in
Williston.


Then she led me
to her computer, where she’d been downloading pictures when I arrived. She
scrolled through photos taken after the recent spill on the Jensen farm,
showing slurries of oil in ditches and mounds of contaminated soil.


“My husband,
Steve, and his hired man Jacob were combining, and I was bringing supper out to
them,” she said of the autumn evening when the spill had been discovered. “For
a few days, Steve had smelled something, and then he noticed all this moisture
on his tires. He sent Jacob to look and see where it was coming from. Jacob ran
back and said there was oil shooting out of the ground.”


Jensen realized,
at that moment, that she’d just driven through this spilled oil in her car, as
had her husband in his combine. Jacob was a smoker. “One spark from any of us
could have been a disaster.” As soon as she called a number listed on an
oil-company sign on the property, “they told me to shut that combine down and
get Steve off it.” The pipeline operator, Tesoro, quickly shut down the
pipeline, too—but by then it had been leaking for three days, from several
spots. “It was just a wheat field before, and then it was an oil field,” Jensen
said.


In all, more
than twenty thousand barrels of crude had saturated seven acres of farmland, with
some of the oil seeping ten feet or more belowground. If the Jensens hadn’t
discovered the leak, it would have been much worse.


In the weeks
since, the wheat field had become a virtual Superfund site. First, teams burned
off oil from the surface, creating a cloud of black smoke that Patty could see
from her workplace, thirty- seven miles away. Then backhoes arrived to dig
trenches; Supersucker trucks to vacuum out oil; trucks to carry the oil to a
disposal site; plus collection tanks, cement berms, and so on, filling thirty
acres. Crews were now sealing off the site for winter. Less than a quarter of
the spilled oil had thus far been retrieved, and the cleanup might take two
years.


“The company’s apologized
and assured us they’ll take care of us,” Jensen said, though no compensation
had yet been discussed. The company also said the leak had been caused by a
lightning strike.


“Lightning? Five
feet down?” she wondered. “And why did we find the leak and not them?” Among
other things, she’d learned that no pig had been sent down the line since 2002.


Even so, Jensen
seemed remarkably forgiving. She thought pipelines were safer than trains or
trucks, and felt fortunate that the spill had been light crude from the Bakken.
“If it had been that Keystone pipeline, spilling heavy crude, I can’t imagine.”
She tried to stay positive and didn’t want to cast blame. “I always think, God will take care of me.”


But the spill,
and the constant traffic of cleanup crews, had deepened her gloom over the industrialization
of prairie she loved and that her family had worked for three generations. “I
started crying when all the power lines went in two years ago for the oil
wells,” Patty said. “They’re ruining our lovely country road.”


Her drive to
work now led past rigs and flares. One woman she knew had been hospitalized by
a gust of H2S gas, and farmers worried that their cows were
having respiratory problems from the dust kicked up by trucks. “I don’t think
it’s fair to have all this industry so close to where we live,” Jensen said.
“Who’s going to feed all the hungry people in this world if farmland turns into
oil fields?”


It was almost
dark and her husband would be coming in soon for supper. Jensen directed me to
the spill site, just past an old graveyard, where I stopped to look at
headstones marked GUSTAV
and
OLAUS
and
NELS. A sign above
the gate read, BEAUTY
VALLEY CEMETERY.


I could see the
spill site from there but couldn’t get much closer, because of a security guard
posted outside. About all I could make out in the dwindling light was heavy
equipment, mounds of dirt, and orange fencing—an industrial mess, dropped
incongruously in the middle of brown prairie, beside the weathered 1903
homestead of the Jensen family.


Leaving the
site, I passed a nearby rig, lit up and clanging away in the twilight. Then,
winding back to Williston in the dark, I drove through a man-made inferno, a
Hieronymus Bosch painting, with flames erupting in every direction.


I later read in
the New
York Times that
the
Bakken’s fifteen hundred flaring wells can be seen from space, illuminating
western North Dakota “more brilliantly than Minneapolis hundreds of miles
away.” The natural gas produced by the well is being burned off because it
isn’t cost-efficient for companies to capture it during their quest for oil, and the
infrastructure to transport the gas is currently lacking. As a result, six
million tons of carbon dioxide enters the air each year, without having heated
a single home.


In the months
following my visit, I also received e-mail updates from Patty Jensen. She told
me in December that the cleanup work had turned up a disused and contaminated
oil well, “so we now have two reclamation projects going.” Meanwhile, a new rig
had begun operation a quarter-mile from her house, and trucks stopped to open
valves and release “invert mud,” an oily muck used in the drilling process.


“This is where I
walk our dogs,” she wrote. “I love the area we live in—it is absolutely
beautiful in its way. I don’t want that statement to turn into ‘It was absolutely
beautiful.’”




9. Williston
Goes All Western on Me


Williston, on a
Saturday night, was even less of a pretty sight. I’d been warned that finding a
room was next to impossible, so I was relieved when my fifth try, a Super 8
motel, had vacancies. However, when I asked for a quiet room, the woman at the
desk laughed. Just behind the Super 8 was DK’s Lounge, a nightclub renowned for
frequent brawls and even gunshots in the parking lot.


“Last weekend a
guy put his fist through our back door,” she said. So I probably didn’t want
the room available on that side. My only other option was next to an oil worker
who shared his room with his wife and three young children. I paid $130, the
most I’d shelled out since Fort McMurray.


On the bright
side, I wouldn’t have to go far to sample Williston’s notorious nightlife. It
was only 8:00 p.m., so I started off gently, at a place the hotel clerk said
was top-shelf. The wood bar at the Williston Brewing Company was polished to a
blinding sheen, and the menu offered $59 steaks. Sipping an amber microbrew, I chatted
with a trim-bearded Texan, buying beers for his crew of oil-well safety monitors.


“They call us
the unemployment wagon,” Greg Ralph said of his team and its van, equipped with
diagnostic gear. “If we find lots of problems, a welder or two will get fired.”


Ralph had worked
in many states and felt the Bakken wasn’t much different from other oil fields,
including those of his native East Texas. “Towns boom, and then the field taps
out or the oil price craters,” he said. “Come back here in fifteen years and
it’ll probably be dead.”


Ralph, however,
felt the insecurity of oil work was a price well worth paying for the good life
it was giving him. “I grew up in a double-wide, didn’t finish high school, this
industry schooled me, and now I make more than a lot of college grads.” Not yet
thirty, he’d recently moved his wife and two young children into a new home in
Texas, with two new cars in the garage.


“I have a
mission,” he said, “to keep my kids out of a house on wheels. I came up that
way, and I want better for them.”


Listening to
Ralph was a reminder of the challenge that environmentalism so often faces in
the United States: it collides with the American dream of upward mobility and
material wealth. Ralph acknowledged that climate change might threaten his
kids’ future, and his job made him keenly aware of
the potential for toxic leaks and spills. But the “big picture” wasn’t his
business. “The way I see things, I’m just one man, looking after my own. If
there’s problems in the oil patch, that means steady work for me and money for
my family.”


I followed this
thoughtful conversation at a classy establishment by heading for the opposite:
a cluster of dive bars by the railroad tracks. The first tavern I came to was
KK Korner, where men stood outside smoking and yelling at the rare woman who
passed by them. “Show us your tits!” Next I reached a bar called No Place,
which had a sign reading BIKERS
WELCOME and
men in leather gunning Harleys outside.


Then came two
strip clubs, which I’d heard about earlier and briefly researched on my
smartphone. Six months earlier, Williston officials had suspended the clubs’
liquor licenses due to brawls, discharged firearms, and other incidents that
resulted in 120 police calls over a single year.


Both clubs were
now back in business, and I opted for Whispers, which looked marginally more
upscale than its neighbor. At the door I received an extremely thorough frisk
from a black-clad giant who stood six feet eleven inches. (I asked.) Inside,
Whispers was dark and blaring with rap music as a dancer twirled around a pole.
Going to the bar for a beer, I met a man named Landon who worked as an oil-rig
“roughneck.” This was a dangerous job that I was curious to hear about, and
Landon couldn’t wait to tell me.


“We do shit an
average person would say is insane, slinging 250-pound chunks of steel and
trying to grab pipes that are flopping around like headless chickens,” he said.
“Guys get hurt and worse all the time.” I pulled out my notebook to record his
words. “Boss is called a pusher,” Landon went on. “If I try to say no to any
crazy shit he asks me to do, the motherfucker goes all western on me.”


Scribbling away,
I felt a firm grip on my shoulder and turned to face a big, black-clad bouncer,
about to go all western on me.
“Boss says get the fuck out of here—now,” he commanded. Landon protested, saying
he was glad to talk to a writer. But I chose not to argue, forsaking my $10
cover charge and untouched beer and letting the bouncer escort me past the
six-eleven Igor by the door.


Thrust into the
dark and cold, I slumped onto the curb as the men lined up at the club’s entrance
glanced at me with pity, or perhaps contempt. How much lower could you go than
being kicked out of a strip club in one of the skankiest bar districts in
America?


The answer: next
door. Heartbreakers Gentleman’s Club charged only a $5 cover, and the scene
inside made a mockery of its name. Heavily tattooed men in muscle shirts packed
the bar, many with bandannas wrapped around their heads and chains hanging from
their belts. Others crowded the tiny
stage,
hurling fistfuls of bills and pressing their faces between the fake breasts of
dancers as tattooed as their patrons. The strip club I’d visited in Fort
McMurray was the Moulin Rouge by comparison.


Retreating to a
table near the back, I met Monty and Myron, an oil-field odd couple. Monty was
tall and very pale, from Alaska, while Myron was short, stout, and coal black,
from Mississippi. They were celebrating the end of a long shift before flying
out to their very distant homes.


Monty, an
avuncular bear of a man, kept buying rounds and slapping his partner’s back. “I
make a hundred grand a year, have a house and girlfriend in Anchorage, five
cars, and I’m $270,000 in debt,” he said. “That’s the oil business. Easy come,
easy go.”


Myron smiled and
said he couldn’t wait to get home. “I like to see trees and can’t stand the
cold.” I asked what it was like to work in a state where blacks, until
recently, were about as common as buffalo. “We’re all here for the same
thing—the job and the money,” he said, “so mostly it’s cool.”


Monty wanted to
kick on to DK’s, the infamous club behind my motel. So we reconvened at a table
overlooking DK’s sunken dance floor, which throbbed with the most colorful and
diverse crowd I’d seen on my journey. A pair of dreadlocked black men in
camouflage coveralls and shades danced with a blond woman in a cowgirl
outfit—one of eight women I counted in a mob of a hundred or so dancers.
Hispanics in do-rags boogied with white roughnecks wearing flannel shirts and
Deere caps. At the bar I found myself in line between an Ethiopian from Minnesota
and a Filipino from California.


“This is the
melting pot of America, a big blender,” Monty said when I commented on the
array of people. “Where there’s money, there’s everybody.”


Down on the
floor, dancers joined arms and began a sloppy line dance as hip-hop music
blared. They were joined by a brawny, bearded man in a bare-shouldered white
wedding gown that trailed on the floor. “Halloween was two nights ago, but he
was probably on the job and missed it,” Monty said as the bride began waltzing
with a gangsta in a hoodie and low-riding jeans. Then Monty went to the bar and
returned with “Vegas Bombs,” a revolting mix of peach schnapps and Red Bull,
and insisted we lock arms as we tossed them down.


“Goddamn, time
of my life!” he exclaimed, slapping me on the back so hard I almost fell off my
barstool. But I couldn’t disagree with his sentiment. DK’s might have a
reputation for drug traffic, stabbings, and gunshots, but on this night it
seemed a very jolly and easygoing mélange of blue-collar Americans, blowing off
money and steam.


The only hint of
trouble came two Vegas Bombs later, at closing time, when muscle-bound men in
black SECURITY
T-shirts
started shouting, “Let’s go!” and herding the crowd out the door. The revelers left without too much prodding,
but most lingered in the parking lot, where the atmosphere quickly turned
surly. Two men squared off and took wild swings at each other before falling
into a drunken embrace. Then, just behind me, a woman started screaming. I
turned to find her flailing her arms at a man who’d evidently made an unwanted
advance.


“I’m a fucking
lesbian!” she shouted, advancing on him now with a menacing stance. “I’m after
the same thing as you! Pussy! And there’s not enough of that here, unless you
pay for it!”


The security men
quickly converged, yelling, “Move it along!” and I went to shake hands with
Myron and Monty. The Alaskan now felt his night was complete. “Even the
lesbians are badasses here,” he said, before shouting into the night:
“Williston, I love ya!”


***


Wired on Red
Bull and ill from the schnapps, I managed about two hours of sleep before
waking to the blare of TV cartoons and kids shouting in the next room. Making
matters worse, I’d plotted a daylong drive to reconnect with the XL route as it
passed from Montana into South Dakota.


Fifty miles
south of Williston, I finally broke free of the oil patch and entered the North
Dakota I recalled from my hitchhiking trip decades before: windswept plain,
almost devoid of trees, people, or traffic. For hours, I passed nothing of
note, apart from a lonely, one-room schoolhouse.


But there was
one site I wanted to see before leaving the barrens of western North Dakota.
Though the XL route skirted the state by a few miles, I’d been told that
TransCanada had stored equipment just north of the line between the two
Dakotas. Sure enough, near the flyspeck community of Gascoyne, I came to a
railyard piled with thousands of pipes. It was late Sunday afternoon, not a
person in sight, so I wandered down avenues a half-mile long, between pipes
stacked four-high on either side. Some were white, others green, in cardboard
packaging that had frayed, revealing stamps that said the pipes had been
manufactured in 2011, in both Canada and the United States.


There wasn’t
much else to see. Just butte after butte of metal tubes—enough, I later
learned, for almost a quarter of the XL’s passage through the States.


It was
refreshing to find hard evidence of the invisible pipeline I’d been tracking,
as if on a treasure map. The yard also spoke to the pipe dream the XL might yet
become: a grand, thwarted project, with miles of pipe lying unused for years in
the middle of nowhere, North Dakota.




10. Buffalo
Roaming


Bedding down
early, and avoiding local bars, I awoke feeling cleansed of Vegas Bombs and
eager to explore new territory. South Dakota: home of Mount Rushmore, the
Badlands, Deadwood, Sioux, and Cheyenne!


“Don’t get too
excited,” a waitress warned when I showed her the route I’d traced on my map.
“Mostly what you’ll see is nothing.” She refilled my coffee. “If you reach a
place and think, Hmm,
should I get gas here before driving on? the answer is yes.”


For the first
thirty miles, this description seemed apt. Reaching the first spot named on my
map, a crossroads called Ludlow, I found no sign of life, not even a cow. And
stepping from my car, I was buffeted by what felt like a gale-force wind.
Perhaps whatever settlement once stood here had simply blown away.


The next dot on
the map, Buffalo, welcomed me with a closed gas station and a vacant campground
with a grisly, handwritten sign: NO ANIMAL REMAINS TO BE LEFT AT CAMPSITE. Further on,
however, I reached a library, a bank, a few shops, the obligatory saloon, and a
park with statues of a buffalo and a bucking bronco.


Buffalo also lay
right along the XL’s route, and it looked as though I’d have to drive hours to
reach the next such settlement, which might be another Ludlow. So I toured the
tiny town, asking about the pipeline, and was directed to Kathy Glines, the
auditor for Harding County. She told me the county was one of the biggest in
the state, covering more than 2,500 square miles, but had only 1,255 people—
one person for every two square miles of land.


Given this
isolation and emptiness, the XL’s impact would be dramatic. In addition to
laying seventy-four miles of pipeline across the county, TransCanada proposed
building two pump stations and a huge man camp for twelve hundred
workers—almost four times Buffalo’s population.


As county
auditor, Glines welcomed the prospect of new tax revenues, but she understood
the concerns of others. “We’re rural, ranchers, very protective and
conservative,” she said. “Change is scary. So I try and tell people that the
man camp will be like mosquito season: annoying while here, but then gone
quickly.” She also felt the oil gushing out of Canada and the Bakken was
destined to flow through South
Dakota, and better it do so by pipeline than by rail or truck. “We’re fooling
ourselves if we think no XL means no oil moving through here. It’s like saying,
‘If we pull down the window blinds, the sun won’t come up tomorrow.’”


Wandering town,
I spoke to a few more people who expressed similar views. In South Dakota as a
whole, TransCanada had negotiated easements with all but three landowners along
the XL route. I didn’t anticipate hearing much in the way of a contrary view
until reaching Nebraska.


But a
conversation at the town’s grocery store changed my mind. The owner sat sipping
coffee with Dana Licking, a saleswoman who lived next to the property where the
man camp might go in. “They say it’s going to be safe, but how can you know?”
she said. “No one here locks their doors, and they leave their keys in the car.
I won’t be doing that anymore, and I don’t think others will.”


The coffee
drinkers also said there were two men I should meet, on either side of the XL
debate. One was Dana Licking’s neighbor, Tom Wilson, whose land the man camp
would be on. The other was Bret Clanton, who I gathered was a bit of a
maverick. He’d gone so far as to help a documentary filmmaker critical of the
XL, one of the women said, in a tone that suggested he’d broken the Ten
Commandments.


I reached Tom
Wilson first, and he was so happy to talk he jumped in his truck to meet me in
town, at the No. 3 Saloon & Grill, a tamer version of the taverns I’d
visited in Montana: pool table, poker machines, but no bullet holes or kids at
the bar. Wilson also resembled Montana ranchers I’d met, a genial
sixty-year-old in a blue cap and down vest who ran cattle across six thousand
acres. But he was, if possible, the biggest cheerleader for the XL I’d yet
encountered.


“The whole
thing’s just one big opportunity,” Wilson said. He, for one, had seized the
chance. After studying the early XL plans, he’d concluded that too great a
distance separated the last man camp in Montana from the first in South Dakota.
“My theory was, they need another camp, someone will have it, and might as well
be me.” So he’d lobbied TransCanada and ended up leasing the company 108 acres.


“Basically, it
will be a well-run little city,” he said of the camp, which would have its own
gas station, grocery store, basketball court, and even a barbershop. The
company was upgrading a well on his land and putting in new water lines. “So
I’ll benefit from that, too—I can use the water for livestock.” TransCanada
expected to use the camp for two years.


That wasn’t all.
Wilson had a stake in a waste-cleaning business that separated oil from solids
and water. “I’ve let TransCanada know I’m available if they need that, too.” He
smiled broadly. “There’s a lot of money to be made from pipelines. You just
have to go after it.”


Wilson had also
urged TransCanada to donate to the community, as it often did along the XL
route, showering thousands of dollars on schools, charities, and youth
organizations. In fact, a TransCanada rep was coming to Buffalo the very next
day to watch students from the Future Farmers of America (FFA) debate the
pipeline.


“Bud Anderson,
very important man and good pal of mine, he can tell you everything about the XL,”
Wilson said. “Why don’t you join us for lunch tomorrow and then we’ll go over
to the school together?”


I was only
thirty miles inside South Dakota, and snow was in the forecast. If I stayed in
Buffalo another twenty-four hours, I might never get out of South Dakota.


But as Wilson
had demonstrated, when opportunity knocks, you answer. “That sounds great,” I
said. “What time?”


***


An hour later, I
was back at the No. 3 Saloon, this time to meet Bret Clanton, the rancher I’d
been told had different views than most of his neighbors. This was signaled the
moment he arrived and asked if we could sit in a back room of the saloon, which
was more private.


A handsome,
blue-eyed fifty-four-year-old, Clanton wore a brown cap, a Carhartt vest, and a
hearing aid. He blamed this early hearing loss on “guntors,” meaning guns and
tractors. “It’s hereditary, too,” he added.


He also had
outlaws in his lineage. Clanton’s great-grandfather had driven cattle here from
Texas in the 1880s and become one of the area’s first white settlers. “He
needed to get away from his cousins, who wanted to go die in Tombstone,”
Clanton said. The cousins he referred to were Ike and Billy Clanton, alleged
cattle rustlers who became famous after their clan battled Wyatt Earp and Doc
Holliday in the shootout at the OK Corral. “I sometimes wonder if troublemaking
is in my genes,” Clanton quipped.


If so, there was
little hint of rebellion in the summary he gave of his career. He’d grown up
working at his family’s ranch and repairing boots at his mother’s western-wear
shop in Buffalo. Apart from a short
stint at college and a year in California “trying to find myself,” he’d barely
strayed from Harding County. Clanton had served for a decade as president of
the Chamber of Commerce and volunteered as an ambulance EMT. His wife, whom
he’d first met in 4-H club as a child, worked at the high school.


But when
TransCanada showed up, seeking easements, Clanton soon found himself at odds
with lifelong neighbors, including his brother, a fellow rancher. Clanton
instantly distrusted the company reps. He likened them to the slick-tongued charmer
played by Matt Damon in Promised Land, who talks country folk into letting a
company frack for gas on their land.


“The land agents
always address you by your first name and play the game of ‘I’m one of you, the
money will help you and your county,’” Clanton said. “If they could get you to
sign in five minutes, they’d do it.”


At public
meetings, Clanton became a little like the dissident played in Promised Land by Hal Holbrook,
asking questions and challenging TransCanada’s pitch. He also went against the
grain by urging neighbors to work together. “It’s so individualistic here, and
the company uses that, picking people off one at a time.”


Clanton’s main
objection to the XL was similar to the one I’d heard voiced by the Alberta
rancher, Jim Ness. Landowners had almost no rights or power in determining
whether, or how, the pipeline would cross their property. “From day one,
TransCanada makes it clear that if you don’t sign, they can use eminent domain
to force you,” he said. “I thought that right was reserved for government
entities, not for-profit, multi-billion-dollar corporations from another
country. Canada’s a friend, but who’s next? Chinese companies? Saudi ones?”


Like Ness,
Clanton banded together with other landowners to negotiate as a group. They
raised similar concerns as the Albertans had, seeking an emergency fund in case
of spills and a yearly payment to landowners for the life of the
pipeline. “My land is losing value while that pipeline’s there,” Clanton said.
“Certain things I can’t do, like drive heavy machinery across it.”


But the company
resisted this and other demands. Eventually, he and other landowners signed,
rather than go to court. Clanton felt they’d won more money than they would
have otherwise. But on the important issues, “we fought and lost,” he said. “In
the end, the message is: ‘It’s your land, but we’ll tell you what to do with
it.’”


He hadn’t,
however, stopped speaking out and questioning the XL’s supposed benefits to the
county. “All those workers at the man camp, where the hell are they going to go
on a Saturday night?” he asked. “This
is the only restaurant. We have a county sheriff and deputy and one town cop.
We don’t have the resources to suddenly expand everything for what’s going to
be a short-term deal.”


Clanton also
kept close tabs on the news coming out of Washington and Nebraska, where
resistance to the pipeline was strong. His research included frequent visits to
left-wing and environmental websites. “I think of myself as a conservative,
leaning libertarian. But maybe I’m a liberal and don’t know it.” He glanced
around the saloon. “Mind you, that’s a hanging offense in these parts.”


I asked if I
could see his property, so we climbed into his truck and drove ten miles out of
Buffalo, into prairie studded with buttes. A herd of pronghorn antelope
galloped past as we approached Clanton’s home, four miles from the nearest
neighbor. “It’s going to be a little noisy because I’m weaning calves at the
moment,” he said, pulling up beside a cattle pen where cows bellowed and calves
bleated from their respective enclosures.


Bret Clanton, rancher near Buffalo, South Dakota
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Clanton then
showed me the pastureland the XL would cross. In a wheat or corn field, he
said, the crops would grow up over a pipeline and in a few years “you’d barely
know it was there.” But in this parched grassland, which had only six inches of
topsoil and received an average of just thirteen inches of rain a year, “it’ll
take a very long time for the pasture to heal up.” For the first few years, he
expected little to grow except weeds and invasives.


We drove on, to
a modest century-old stucco home with antique guns hanging above the mantel.
Clanton’s wife, Pennee, was unpacking a few groceries in the kitchen. For major
shopping, she drove once a month to Rapid City, two hours away. But Pennee didn’t envy city dwellers,
who missed out on “the birds, the sun setting over the prairie, the brilliant
moon and stars,” all visible from the expansive picture window by their kitchen
table. 


As a school
employee, Pennee felt she had to stay “neutral” about the pipeline, even if she
didn’t like the potential impact on their ranch. “We were living our idyllic
life out here, and then wham.”


It was also
clear the XL continued to rile and preoccupy her husband. By the phone sat a
stack of business cards he’d collected from TransCanada representatives over
the past five years. “They’re all contractors and subcontractors, running
around creating billable hours,” he said. “They keep coming and saying they
need to reroute the line a little, or do another survey, or figure out access
for materials. Last May I finally ran them off and called TransCanada and told
them, ‘Until Obama signs off on this project, don’t come back.’”


By contrast,
he’d welcomed the filmmaker I’d heard mention of in Buffalo, a woman from
Seattle who had walked the XL route as what she called a “performance” and
“resistance.” The Clantons put her up for two nights and talked at length about
the environment. “To what extent man has altered the climate, who knows, but
clearly we’re changing it,” Clanton said. “Of course, if I went around saying
that in town, I’d be hanging from a power pole with LIBERAL written all over
me.”


We sat by the
picture window, watching the sky turn a brilliant orange and pink. Their life,
at this moment, did indeed seem idyllic and peaceful, and I wondered if Clanton
ever felt regret over shaking things up. “It’s occasionally made life awkward,”
he said, particularly when he’d “had words” with people he’d known his whole
life.


He also had
“reservations sometimes that I’ve made myself a target.” Then a smile crept
across his face as he gazed through the window at miles of open prairie. “At
least I’ll be able to see them coming.”


***


The next day, I
headed back to the No. 3 Saloon to lunch with the ebullient pipeline booster
Tom Wilson and the TransCanada rep he’d assured me would “love to talk.” I
began to doubt this as a half- hour ticked past with no sign of Bud Anderson.
“He’s got a long drive, must be running late,” Wilson said.


Fifteen minutes
later, Anderson finally appeared, a tall, older man with swept-back silver
hair, clad in a plaid shirt, jeans, and cowboy boots. “I’m Bud, great to meet
you,” he said, grasping my shoulder as we shook hands. Despite his Marlboro Man
appearance, Anderson was no longer in the cattle business; in fact, he had
worked for years arranging permits and leases for utility companies. This had
led to his role handling “stakeholder relations” for the XL in Montana and
South Dakota, “keeping elected officials, chambers of commerce, and towns up to
date.”


When I wrote
this down and asked if he’d encountered much resistance from landowners, the
smile that seemed grafted on his face vanished. I wondered if Wilson had told
him he’d be lunching with a journalist. “That’s not really my area,” he said,
changing the topic to the horses he raised.


I pressed on,
asking about the mountain of pipes I’d driven by in North Dakota. He said the
pipes had been there two years, and the green ones I’d seen had been painted to
protect them from lying too long in the
sun.
The pipe yard was the only such stockpile in the United States, he added,
because TransCanada “doesn’t want to give the impression the XL is a done
deal.”


I also learned
that he’d been involved in many prior projects that crossed the Canada–U.S.
border, including an oil pipeline from Alberta in the 1980s. “I’ve never seen
the permitting process go on for more than thirty-six months, and most were a
lot less than that,” he said. “This one’s gone on for over five years.”


When I asked him
why he thought the XL was taking so long, he said, “You’ve got a lot of
questions I can’t answer.” In any event, he was due at the high school, and
rode there with Wilson as I followed in my car.


We arrived
twenty minutes early, at a classroom with a poster on the wall showing cuts of
beef. The Future Farmers of America teacher, Jamie Brown, said the class we
were about to see was preparing for a statewide contest in which schools chose
an agricultural issue that had local impact, then researched its pros and cons.
“The idea is not to take sides but to look at the issue, interview people, and
present the different views,” she said.


Three of the
principal people the students had interviewed were Tom Wilson, Bud Anderson,
and Bret Clanton, who joined the other two men in chairs to the side, shaking
hands a bit stiffly, like boxers before a prizefight. Also on hand was an FFA
coach who would help the students hone their presentation. Then five teenage
girls filtered in, all of them blond and wearing jeans, appearing much more
relaxed than the adult men looking on.


Future Farmers of America, Buffalo, South Dakota
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What followed
was a mock meeting of the Harding County Commissioners, to discuss the XL, with
each of the students playing the role they’d researched: moderator, TransCanada
rep, business owner, environmentalist, concerned rancher. As the girl
representing TransCanada laid out the benefits of the project, aided by
PowerPoint images, the others peppered her with questions.


“Our government
doesn’t have two nickels to rub together—how are we going to afford a $5.3
billion pipeline?”


“As a mother,
I’m very concerned about the twelve hundred people that will live in the man
camp. How do I know my family will be safe?”


“What about the
environmental standpoint? Did anyone ever think to ask Mother Nature’s
opinion?”


The students had
done their homework extremely well and delved deeply into the fine print,
including liability in the case of a pipeline spill, and precise revenue
estimates for the states and localities the
XL would cross. By the end, I felt TransCanada should hire the girl playing one
of their representatives, and 350.org should recruit the girl in a pink bow
passionately defending the environment.


Following the
presentation, members of the audience were invited to comment and make suggestions.
This sparked a second, unscripted debate, mainly between Bret Clanton and Bud
Anderson.


“I’d love to see
before-and-after pictures of native prairie that a pipeline runs through,”
Clanton suggested. “The pictures TransCanada always shows are of
eight-foot-tall corn, but that’s not what it will look like here.”


“A prairie might
take a few more years to regenerate than a cornfield,” Anderson replied, “but
we’ll do everything possible.”


“What about the
fourteen documented leaks from the Keystone pipeline?” Clanton asked, referring
to the part of the pipeline network that was already in operation.


“Only one went
outside a pump station and onto a farmer’s land,” Anderson said. “The others
were very small.”


The FFA coach
asked if China had a stake in TransCanada and might simply ship the oil
destined to flow through the XL from Texas on across the Pacific.


“TransCanada is
a public company, traded on the stock exchange; I don’t know how many shares
China owns,” Anderson said. “We’re a transporter: same as Bret hauling a load
of cattle, we haul a load of oil and don’t get much involved in what happens to
it after that.”


I was sorry when
the bell rang, ending a Q and A I’d failed to have with Anderson over lunch.
“Again, great job, girls,” Clanton said.


“We agree on
something,” Anderson added before fleeing the room as if shot from a cannon. 


The students
remained for ten minutes, munching on pizza the teacher had brought in. I asked them if their research and role-playing
had changed their own views about the XL. “My mother listens to NPR.
She’s always opposed the pipeline, so I have, too,” said Alex Hansen, the faux
rep for TransCanada. “Now that I’ve done my own research, I’m on the fence.”


“Not me,” said
Amanda Wright, who played the environmentalist. “I see all the what-ifs now,
like oil spills.” For the state competition, she added, “I’ll dress the part
and bring out the tie-dye.”


Megan Adams, the
concerned rancher, said she’d been struck by the response of her father, a real
rancher. “He wasn’t sure before what was going on, or how to feel about it,”
she said. “But after reading my
script, Dad said, ‘this can really affect me—the land won’t be the same.’ This
project got him fired up.”


The same was
true of Bret Clanton, whom I found in the lobby on my way out. “That gal
representing TransCanada was perfect,” he said. “I found myself getting all
pissed off again, listening to her give the company line, only better than Bud
and the rest do it.”


I told him what
the teenagers had said afterwards. In this remote ranching district, I’d been
impressed that the students seemed so open to information and views that didn’t
necessarily accord with what their parents and others told them.


Clanton agreed.
“People my age? We carry so much baggage: what our grandparents did, what our
old classmates might think,” he said. “Basically, we’re screwed. I probably
won’t live to see it, but I like to think the next generation will figure out a
way to clean up the mess we’ve made.”




11. Prairie Fire


Whether other
settlements along the XL route in South Dakota resembled Buffalo, I couldn’t
say. Soon after I left town, snow started falling and radio reports warned of a
blizzard. The zigzagging path I’d plotted on small roads across the state
suddenly looked like the Iditarod. So I detoured to the nearest interstate,
hoping to then speed across South Dakota before the worst of the storm hit.


Instead I drove
right into the blizzard, inching for hours between trucks in near-whiteout
conditions before finding refuge at a roadside motel. In the morning, I dug out
my car and turned south toward Nebraska on a highway that cut through the
Rosebud Indian Reservation. The XL route ran just east of Rosebud, and a tribal
official agreed to talk to me about the pipeline at a reservation library, where
the notice board was filled with fliers for diabetes classes and suicide
awareness. The county Rosebud occupied had the second-highest poverty rate in
the nation, at over 49 percent.


I was met in the
lobby by Karen Little Thunder, a middle-aged Sioux with long black hair who
said she didn’t have much time. So I cut to the chase and asked about her
tribe’s position on the XL. “We want to stop it, period,” she said. “It does
nothing but harm to us.”


I’d been struck,
while studying the XL route, by how it threaded narrowly past a number of
Indian reservations in Montana and South Dakota, including Rosebud. Though
TransCanada denied any intent to skirt native territory, doing so made sense,
given the opposition that energy projects often faced from First Nations in
Canada and the bureaucratic headaches of dealing with semi-sovereign Indian
nations in the United States.


The result,
however, was that tribes felt they would receive few if any economic benefits
from the pipeline, only the potential problems, such as oil contaminating the
region’s scarce water. In South Dakota, the XL would also “violate” sacred
territory, Little Thunder told me—traditional ground that had been set aside
for tribes by two nineteenth-century treaties. “We will not let that happen.”


Little Thunder
had been hired by the Rosebud Sioux to “build resistance” with other tribes. I
asked what form this resistance might take. “Direct action,” she said, telling
of weekend training sessions where she and others learned how to form human
blockades, obstruct heavy machinery, and bail out those who were arrested. These lessons had been put to use the
previous year when protesters on the neighboring Pine Ridge Reservation blocked
trucks hauling oil-field equipment from Texas to the Alberta oil sands. Little
Thunder said the Pine Ridge blockade was just a preview of actions to come.


“We will place
ourselves on the pipeline corridor in tepee camps,” she said. Sioux activists
had also pledged to “saddle up a thousand horses” to ride patrols and interfere
with construction. Though nonviolent, such action recalled the Indian wars of
the nineteenth century, in which Sioux horsemen played a very prominent part.


“Do you still
think of yourselves as warriors?” I asked.


“I should be so
honored to be characterized that way,” Little Thunder said. “When duty calls,
we will resist, rather than just complain and watch it happen and say, ‘They’ll
do it anyhow.’”


Her words were
certainly bracing. But it was hard for me to assess how seriously to take them.
Could scattered and impoverished tribes muster the force necessary to obstruct
a pipeline? Would the Sioux really saddle up again, on a thousand horses, to do
battle with TransCanada?


“Our people, as
you know, are very good horse riders,” Little Thunder said, offering no more
details before seeing me to the door.


***


Limited by the
snow and ice, I didn’t see much else of the reservation, apart from bare
flatland and a casino at Rosebud’s southern edge. Then, as I crossed into
Nebraska, the scenery abruptly changed. The snow had been light here and was
already melting, revealing fields much greener than the brown plain I’d crossed
over the past thousand miles. There were long lines of trees, a sight I hadn’t
seen in days, and flocks of small birds fluttering up from roadside streams.
Turning on the radio, I listened to the soundtrack of the American farm belt:
soybean, corn, dairy, and hog prices.


The source of
this sudden fecundity lay just below the surface: the Ogallala Aquifer, one of
the world’s largest, a huge, shallow pool of freshwater extending beneath most
of Nebraska and parts of neighboring states. This aquifer is to rural Nebraska
what oil is to East Texas or sunshine to Florida. It was also the wellspring of
the considerable resistance to the XL that had emerged in Nebraska,
particularly in the part of the state I was approaching.


During my
awkward lunch in Buffalo with Bud Anderson, I’d pulled out a map and traced the
route I planned to follow. When my finger hit northern Nebraska, he grimaced
and said, “Holt County—they’re real oppositional there.”


Stuart, the
first town I came to in Holt County, didn’t look like a hotbed of resistance to
anything, except perhaps abortion. LIFE IS THE ONLY CHOICE, read a billboard
by the road. I passed an American Legion post, a dairy-supply yard, and a motel
with a WELCOME
HUNTERS sign.
Holt County was as politically conservative as anyplace I’d visited, with 82
percent of voters having chosen a candidate other than Obama in the last
election.


Turning onto a
gravel road, I went in search of a farmer I’d been told was a leading local foe
of the pipeline. I knew right away when I’d reached the right place: a turn-in
with signs saying STOP
THE CANADIAN INVASION!
and SAY
NO TO KEYSTONE XL!


As I parked by a
red barn, a man jumped down from his Caterpillar and approached me warily. The
reason: he’d noticed my green Alberta plates. “That had me a little concerned,”
he said after I’d explained the car was a rental. “I used to like Canada. Not
anymore.”


Bruce Boettcher, anti-XL farmer in Holt County, Nebraska
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Bruce Boettcher
looked like the sort of heartland figure you’d see in an ad for State Farm
Insurance. His jeans, plaid shirt, and blue denim jacket were spattered with
mud, his work cap bowed and stained with
sweat, his face creased by sun and wind. Boettcher’s manner, however, wasn’t
that of a stereotypical Midwesterner. Before I’d even posed a question, he
stomped in his muddy boots to a pipe sticking out of the ground, turned a
valve, and stuck his head under the gushing water.


“See that!
Straight out of the ground, no energy required, best water in the world,” he
said, or almost shouted. “And they want to pump it full of tar sand. Makes me
boil!”


He marched me to
the edge of a field and pointed at a tree line about a half-mile away. “That’s
where the pipeline was gonna go, until we kicked up such a stink they moved it
twelve miles further off. But it’s the same kind of ground over there, and our
sorry-ass government sold us out.”


This was a very
abbreviated version of the drama that had thus far unfolded in Nebraska over
the XL. TransCanada originally proposed a route through an ecologically
sensitive area called the Sand Hills. This, in addition to the aquifer, had
mobilized the opposition and led the governor and others to oppose the route.
So TransCanada submitted a new, slightly longer route skirting the Sand Hills,
and Nebraska’s governor and legislature had given it their blessing.


The revised
route still crossed part of the aquifer, and water experts differed over how
much of a danger an oil spill might pose. But Boettcher, the fifth
generation of his family to farm this area, reckoned he knew a thing or two
about water. It was so high and plentiful, he said, that roots didn’t have to
go down far and Boettcher didn’t need to irrigate. “In spring, when snow and
rain has recharged the aquifer, you can’t drive, because there’s so much water
on top of the ground,” he said. “Now they want to recharge that aquifer with
oil. It’s just BS to say that a spill won’t hurt the aquifer.”


He marched to
his pick-up and drove me to a knoll with an expansive view of fertile farmland
in every direction. “TransCanada was offering people nine or ten thousand bucks
to cross a half-mile of land,” he said. “Lot of neighbors took it because they
didn’t feel they had any choice.” Since the XL route narrowly missed his land,
Boettcher at first didn’t get closely involved, beyond urging neighbors to
think hard before signing.


Then, as he told
it, one day while mowing hay, he snapped. The immediate cause was listening to
repeated radio commercials touting the pipeline. “I was just so tired of
hearing all this crap about how great this would be for Nebraska, and what a
good neighbor Canada is.” So, working with his sister and mother, Boettcher
devised his own radio ad, in which he picked up a glass of water and said,
“Ahh, a cool drink of water from the Ogallala Aquifer is better than all the
tar sands in the world.”


He spent his own
money to run the ad on five radio stations. “Suddenly we got all these calls,”
he said, and others started sponsoring the ad, which ultimately ran for two
months. He and like-minded neighbors hooked up with activists in other parts of
the state. Before long, Boettcher was testifying at a State Department hearing, speaking at a
demonstration, and joining a lawsuit to challenge his state’s approval of the
revised XL route.


“I’d never done
public speaking before or gotten involved in anything like this,” he said. At
the age of fifty-seven, Boettcher also found himself allied with people he’d
previously had little contact with in conservative rural Nebraska. “City folk,
Democrats, environmentalists, you name it. If you come after my land and
livelihood, I’ll fight beside anyone.”


Including Native
Americans, like the Sioux activist I’d met in South Dakota. “When I was young,
people around here kind of shunned Indians and called them lazy,” Boettcher
said. “But they lived off the land like we do now, and they’re still fighting
real hard for it. I have a lot of respect for Indians.”


In fact, he’d gone
with other Nebraska farmers to a Native American ceremony in South Dakota,
“where there was smoke and all that kind of stuff,” and agreed to join forces
against the pipeline. “We call it the CIA, short for Cowboy Indian Alliance.”
He hoped to attend another such gathering, to be held later in the week in the
next county.


“We’re not going
to roll over, even if this thing gets permitted,” he said. “It’s like the
Indians told us up in South Dakota: You’ve got to keep fighting, every way you
can, for every inch of ground.”




12. Oil and
Water


Boettcher was
among the most heated foes of the XL in Holt County, but he was by no means
alone. The county’s commissioners had voted unanimously to oppose the project,
the only such county along the XL route to do so. And after leaving Boettcher’s
place, I reached the town of Atkinson, where signs by the road said GOOD NEIGHBORS
MEND FENCES. THEY
DON’T DIG TRENCHES! STOP KEYSTONE XL!


I also passed an
ethanol plant, a feed and seed business, and the Roundup Bar & Grill, where
I spoke to the owner, Norma Cullen. “Used to be the usual bar stuff, arguments
over women, or someone playing a song someone else didn’t like on the jukebox,”
she said. “Then that pipeline came along. It’s like religion and politics: add
a little alcohol and things can get out of hand.” She’d finally had to “shut it
down,” telling patrons, “If you want to talk about that pipeline, take it
outside. I don’t want shouting and fights in here.”


Her son Robert
came out of the kitchen, where he’d been cooking sloppy joe. He said the
hottest moment had come two summers before, when a hearing over the pipeline
was held at Atkinson’s high school. “Busloads came into town, pro and con, and
Atkinson was full of cops because everyone thought there might be chaos,” he
said. The bar had filled afterwards with people angrily discussing the XL.


“I thought we
might need this,” he said, pulling a nightstick from behind the bar. His mother
scowled. “I can take care of things just with my voice or a look.”


The Cullens
avoided taking sides—“best to keep it that way behind a bar,” Norma said—but
confirmed that opinion in the county ran strongly against the XL. During the
annual “Hay Days” parade, opponents had waved huge foam fingers imprinted with
the words STOP
THE OIL.
And when road surveyors appeared, just after a heavy rain, motorists thought
they were pipeline workers (they weren’t) and “drove through puddles to drench
them.”


Driving on, to
the county seat of O’Neill, I found a Mexican restaurant and the rare person
willing to voice a pro-XL position. Dr. Mark Meyer, an orthopedist, was dining
with a lawyer friend, Rod Smith, and the two obviously enjoyed bantering about
politics.


“Rod thinks I’m
a right-wing nut,” Meyer said.


“Because you
are,” Smith replied.


Meyer supported
the XL, he said, because “every barrel of oil we get from someplace other than
the Middle East is great.” He also felt foes of the XL were scaremongers,
preying on the insecurity of Nebraskans. “Water and college football—that’s
really all we’ve got in this state. The football team’s no good this year, so
people are terrified the water will go bad, too, and then we’ll have nothing.”


But even Meyer,
no shrinking violet, seemed to wilt as his friend posed counter-arguments.
Nebraska’s water was already under stress, from irrigation and runoff from
fertilizer and feed yards. Why endanger it further for short-term jobs and oil
that might be shipped on to China?


“The water’s a
legitimate concern,” Meyer conceded. “A pipeline’s like a roof: sooner or later
it’s going to leak.”


***


The next
morning, I went to see someone who I knew would present a more vigorous defense
of the pipeline. Rob Latimer oversaw land acquisition and permitting in the
United States for the existing Keystone and the XL. Based in Omaha, he met me
at a TransCanada office in the town of Norfolk and projected a very different
image than the folksy rep I’d ambushed in Buffalo. A trim, well-groomed
Canadian in a crisp white shirt, Latimer carried a binder of data on the
pipeline and answered all my questions, though carefully.


The offers made
to landowners were “standardized, a calculation sheet, a formula we apply,” he
said, based on how much land and access the company needed and the impact on
crops. “If owners are motivated to sign right away, that’s fine.” Yes, the
company had used eminent domain when landowners were reluctant, but only as “a
last resort, when we’ve exhausted all other avenues.”


The restrictions
on land use within the pipeline easement were likewise standardized. Normal
agricultural activities weren’t a problem, “but if someone is drilling a well
or doing deep subsoiling with a Cat tractor, we want to know.”


I asked about
the concerns I’d heard regarding pipelines being in the ground forever, beyond
the control of landowners. Latimer acknowledged that “the easements are
perpetual and can be assigned to another company; that happens in business.” In
theory, a pipeline could also be idled. “But it’s not something the industry
has a lot of experience in. We’re not in the business of abandoning assets.”


When it came to
the Ogallala aquifer, Latimer noted all the safety and monitoring features on
the pipeline. He also showed me a map of existing pipelines that crossed the
aquifer, a dense web of red lines including a crude-oil line that had been
there since the 1950s. “Nobody ever talks about those,” he said, “only the XL.”


This was the
rare hint of irritation with XL foes he displayed during our three-hour talk. I
asked if the company ever felt tempted to cut its losses after five years of
effort, delays, and opposition. He answered by tallying the “hard assets and
real costs” the company had already sunk into the project. Latimer’s office in
Omaha had forty-five people, and there was another large office in Houston and
smaller units elsewhere, not counting lobbyists in Washington and the head team
in Calgary. The company had also spent heavily to secure property leases and
rights-of-way, to hire contractors, do survey work, and purchase material like
the pipes I’d seen stored in North Dakota.


“You have to be
way out in advance with a job like this,” he said. Otherwise it would take
another few years to start construction once the XL was approved. All told,
TransCanada had spent more than $2 billion on what was originally projected to
be a $5.3 billion pipeline and would likely cost much more, the largest
infrastructure project currently proposed in the United States.


The company’s
massive “investment” in a pipeline that might never be built struck me as a high-stakes
gamble, and typical of what I’d seen in the oil industry. If all went right,
huge upfront costs would be rewarded with a steady stream of black gold. But
any number of factors could easily cause a project to go bust, with collateral
damage to all those involved.


Latimer had
worked in the industry for twenty-four years and experienced its ups and downs.
He’d been downsized once and relocated many times. But he wasn’t a swaggering
oil-fields cowboy. Among other things, he’d taken a year’s sabbatical to do
missionary work in China. And in his view, the problems the XL had encountered
were due mainly to timing. Since the project was first proposed, there had been
a “tragic incident” in the Gulf of Mexico (the Deepwater Horizon spill),
another “very tragic environmental incident” in Michigan (the pipeline spill
into the Kalamazoo River), and a change in U.S. administration, with a new
president who “set a different tone and talked about clean energy options.”


From the office,
Latimer drove east into farmland to show me some of the existing Keystone
technology. Our first stop was a site with an antenna that transmitted signals
so the company could detect anomalies and shut the pipe down. Then we visited a
pump station, where loops of pipes arched
out
of the ground so the oil could be re-pressurized before flowing on. Latimer
also showed me signs, placed by roads, railroad crossings, rivers and canals,
warning that a pipeline passed beneath and listing a number to call in the
event of any problem.


Rob Latimer at TransCanada pump station in Nebraska
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As in Hardisty,
Alberta, the Keystone’s starting point, the pipeline struck me as a sophisticated
and carefully monitored piece of plumbing. Given the stakes, and the close
scrutiny of its actions, TransCanada had a very strong incentive to prevent
leaks. At the behest of U.S. regulators, the company had also agreed to extra
safety measures for the XL, such as added coating to guard against corrosion.
Even if foes failed to stop the XL, their resistance had probably reduced the
risk of a leak in the Ogallala or elsewhere.


But none of
these measures addressed the broader impact of the XL and the oil sands. When I
asked Latimer about climate change, he said, “Personally, whatever we can do as
a society to get a cleaner, sustainable form of energy production, I’m for it.”
During his year in China he’d seen “the ugly stuff, the really bad air quality
and water you can’t drink because of pollution.” His fourteen-year- old
daughter also probed him after hearing negative things about the XL at school.
“I answer her questions and usually she responds, ‘Whatever.’”


When the family
needed a second car, he bought a high-mileage compact, and he’d built his
family an energy-efficient house. However, like so many others, Latimer didn’t
dwell on his environmental role, beyond the domestic sphere. “I do what I can,
but the reality of the society we live in is that we’re going to burn fossil
fuels for a long time to come.”


I couldn’t
dispute this, and my own habits were hardly a model. I loved the freedom of the
road and skies as much as the next American, and was nearing the end of a road
trip that had burned plenty of hydrocarbons. But I was depressed by the
fatalism I’d heard expressed over the past three weeks, and often felt myself. The world wants all this
oil ... Product will find its way to market ... All I can do is try and cut my
own consumption a little ... Let’s hope our leaders can figure it out.


At some point,
it seemed to me—gassing up my rented SUV yet again as I rejoined the XL
route—we needed to confront our addiction to fossil fuels together, like
drinkers at an AA meeting, and pledge to do something about it. This would be
painful, and going cold turkey wasn’t an option. It would be a day-to-day
struggle to live cleaner, with frequent relapses. But the alternative was
mining, drilling, and burning fossil fuels until cirrhosis of the environment
got us all.




13. A Fresh
Wind


As I mulled the
big picture, I also tried to figure out the small one. Two nights before, I’d
optimistically booked a flight home from Kansas City, the nearest major airport.
The flight would depart in thirty-six hours, which now looked very tight. I was
still 150 miles from the end of the XL route, in southern Nebraska, and also
wanted to linger in the northern part of the state until the next afternoon, to
see the meeting of cowboys and Indians that the rancher Bruce Boettcher had
told me about.


Recaffeinating
at the gas station, I decided to go for it all, motoring to the XL’s end point
by the Kansas line, backtracking north to see the cowboys and Indians, and then
turning south again to catch my flight: a mad 600-mile dash to cap all the
driving I’d already done.


So I sped south
on two-lane roads, through gently rolling farmland, as the odometer on my
Canadian rental clicked over the 6,000-kilometer mark (3,728 miles). In that
distance, I’d traveled major highways for only two short stretches—while
navigating around Edmonton on my first day and during the blizzard in South
Dakota.


My destination
was also fitting, given all the small, quirky towns I’d passed through. Steele
City, Nebraska, the XL’s end point, had a sign saying POPULATION 84 and a
semi-vacant “downtown” with a main street that turned to dirt after a hundred
yards. At 3:30 on a Thursday afternoon, the only open business was, of course,
a bar: the Salty Dog Saloon.


“There’s
actually only fifty-two inhabitants. They don’t change them road signs but once
every fifteen years,” a man said as I settled at the bar and asked about Steele
City. “Whole bunch have died since the last sign.”


Seated on my
other flank was a long-haired, bearded man in leather chaps who looked like an
aged beatnik on a motorcycle trip. Mark Scheetz turned out to be a former
Marine and about as native as they came in Steele City.


“I was born next
door, almost born in here,” he said. At the time, his father was away in the
Air Force and his mother “got bored a lot and came here to drink beer.” She was
at the bar when the contractions began and barely made it to a small hospital
that occupied the next building.


The hospital was
long gone, as were the fifteen or so businesses that existed when Scheetz was
born, in 1955. A church down the street had also closed. “Thank God for this
bar,” he said, hoisting a shot of tequila. “Salty Dog’s all that holds this
place together.”


Mark Scheetz outside Salty Dog Saloon in Steele City, Nebraska
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It would be dark
soon, so I asked directions to the pipeline pump station that Rob Latimer, the
TransCanada man, had told me about. What he hadn’t mentioned was all the other
energy flowing through Steele City, apart from the Keystone network. I learned
at the bar that the trains passing just outside carried coal from a booming new
field in Wyoming. A natural gas pipeline ran close by, and a wind farm was
nearing completion.


The pipeline pump
station, a mile or so outside town, looked just like the one I’d toured with
Latimer earlier in the day: a fenced, unmanned compound of arching pipes, an
electrical transformer, and humming motors. Oil flowing through the existing
Keystone was directed from here to the Midwest and Oklahoma. The XL, if built, would
tie into the network at this point.


There was
nothing else to see and no one to talk to—a lonely and anticlimactic finish to
the pipeline route. But the backdrop to the pump station was striking. Massive
windmill blades turned atop a hill just a half-mile off. Driving closer, I saw
dozens more turbines, by far the largest of the few wind farms I’d passed on my
trip. At the edge of the complex, I reached a work site that looked like many
I’d seen in the oil fields: trailers, heavy equipment, a muddy yard filled with
hard-hatted men in pickups. Except here, instead of mining or drilling the
prairie for oil, the men were completing work on a facility to harness the
region’s strong winds.


“We’re drifters,
like in the oil patch,” said Ron Packard, a grizzled workman I spoke to briefly
as the site emptied for the day. “My home is a trailer, and when a job’s done I
move on to the next. We call it the circus—it comes to town and now it’s about
to pack up.” This job had taken about six months, with 350 men employed to
construct the four-hundred-foot-tall turbines and repair the surrounding land.


Packard said
some people living near wind farms complained about the turbines’ noise and
scenic impact. “But most of the time all you hear is a swoosh. And it makes a
lot less mess than an oil rig or coal mine.”


He wasn’t
anti-pipeline, and thought the country’s energy supply would be in flux for
decades to come, a combination of renewables and fossil fuels. “But I feel like
this is the future.” He pointed to a pasture where cattle grazed just beneath
soaring turbines, on land that had been reseeded and groomed to look just as it
had before. “When we’re gone in a few weeks, no one will know we were here,” he
said, sounding rather like the many pipeliners I’d met. “Except now there will
be forty-four windmills keeping the cows company.”



14. Cowboys and
Indians


The next
morning, my last on the road, brought another encounter with alternative
energy, though it began on a different note. Over breakfast I read a local
paper that called the UN a menacing “Marxist Organization.” On the car radio, I
could find little but a Christian station discussing the “biblical money code”
and a call-in show with talk of the federal government being “entangled in a
communist net.” So I was startled
to find that this throwback district of southern Nebraska was also home to a
wind- and solar-powered barn, built on the path of the XL as a protest.


“It’s symbolic
of the direction we need to go in,” explained Jenni Harrington, who showed me
the small red-roofed structure, on her family’s land. The barn stood at the
edge of a cornfield, beside a pole with an American flag that was flapping in
the fierce wind. “We’ve got this resource, let’s use it instead of digging up
more coal and oil,” she said.


A fifty-year-old
with brown hair and hazel eyes, Harrington grew up on this farm, which had been
in her family since the 1860s, and she’d raised hogs before turning to work at
a plant nursery nearby.  Like Bruce Boettcher, the rancher I’d met in northern
Nebraska, Harrington hadn’t been a crusader—until the XL came along. “I feel
God set me up for this,” she said. 


She’d first felt
stirrings two years ago, when the weather turned weirdly hot in late winter. “Ninety-degree
days in March, dry and windy, like June,” she explained. “Older people said
they’d never seen that. Something became unsettled in my heart, and my ears
started picking things up.” 


About climate
change, for instance, and the XL. She began writing editorials against the
pipeline in the local paper, went to a rally in Washington, and then joined
family members and other activists in building the wind-and-solar barn, which
would be used to teach about renewable energy and sustainable agriculture.


Harrington still
seemed a little astonished by her awakening. “I feel like I’ve been chosen to
be aware and do something,” she said. “Before, I always felt, Somebody else will do it. Then I realized,
Oh, that
person is me, not someone in Washington.”


She also
believed the pipeline fight would reap long-term dividends, even if it didn’t
stop the XL. “Our local conversations are more worldly now. We’ve raised our
awareness and will keep spreading the word.”


***


I sped on, to
the restive territory at Nebraska’s northern edge, where cowboys and Indians
would be gathering outside the town of Neligh. The event was billed as a
“spiritual camp” hosted by descendants
of
the Ponca, a tribe that had been forced to migrate to Oklahoma in 1877 on a
grueling trek known as the Ponca Trail of Tears. I stopped first at the Neligh
cemetery, to see the grave of White Buffalo Girl, one of many Ponca who had
died en route. Settlers in Neligh had given her a Christian burial and erected
a headstone etched with the words of her father, Black Elk, asking whites to
“respect the grave of my child as they do the graves of their own dead.”


Eight miles
north of Neligh, I turned down a gravel road to a gate festooned with anti-XL
signs. This marked the entrance to the spiritual camp, on land owned by Art
Tanderup, a heavyset rancher who was zipping around on an all-terrain vehicle.
Six people huddled in a parking area, waiting for the others to arrive, and
swarmed around me, eager to tell their stories.


Typical was
Byron Steskal, a burly farmer who pulled out snapshots of dried-out corn—due,
he said, to the crop being planted on top of a pipeline. He feared the XL would
do the same as it crossed his land. Steskal wasn’t taking calls from TransCanada
and put “Return to sender” on any mail he received from the company.


“If they do get
through, I refer them to my attorney,” he said. “Court is good. Takes a long
time, no violence, and it’ll make them look bad.” (According to Bold Nebraska,
a leading anti-XL group, more than a hundred landowners in the state were still
refusing to grant easements for the pipeline.)


Art Tanderup
drove up in his ATV and suggested we move to a nearby pasture to prepare for
the ceremony. The gathering was to be a three-day event, beginning with a fire,
prayers, and tepee raising, which Tanderup and other ranchers enthusiastically
joined, under the direction of Native Americans from South Dakota.


One of those
hoisting lodgepoles was Tom Gerung, a gray-bearded man who was yet another
recent convert to the cause. “We’re stewards of the land, like these Indians,
only we were too blind to know it,” he
said. At the start, opposition to the pipeline was a “not-in-my-backyard
thing,” he added. “But now it’s gotten so much bigger.” He leaned his pole
against three others, forming the shape of a tepee. “The good Lord put me in a
place I never imagined.”


Karen Little Thunder and her mother Phoebe Little Thunder
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As the men
labored on, I spotted a familiar face: Karen Little Thunder, the Sioux woman
I’d interviewed on the Rosebud reservation. She introduced me to her older
sister Rosalie, a tribal elder who taught the Lakota language at a university
in South Dakota. A handsome wrinkled woman in a long blue-jean skirt, Rosalie
sat on a log, cuddling her great-granddaughter, and invited me to perch beside
her.


“The cooperation
you’re seeing here, it’s not entirely new,” she said. “My father had a few
white friends he felt he could trust. What is new is this cause, and it’s bringing
together two cultural extremes.”


As she explained
it, the Sioux were “fierce when threatened from outside” but averse to clashes
within the family and tribe. “We try to discipline ourselves not to be angry,
not to raise our voices, and we’re quick to retreat from conflict. There’s a
very strong focus on collective well-being.”


She viewed
“European culture” as fundamentally different: very individualistic, with an aggressive
sense of private property. “This is my grass, and get your buffalo off it!”


Now, these
dissimilar camps had joined in opposition to the XL, which she said would
disturb and disrespect “sacred places” and harm the environment. “I’ve always
wanted to ask the oil- company men, ‘what is sacred to you? Is anything sacred to you?’
The people you see here with us, they’ve come forth because something sacred to
them is threatened.”


This coming
together, however, wasn’t without tension. Little Thunder recalled a previous
gathering with whites, at which “you could sense the nervousness, in their body
language—Will
we be accepted by these Indians?” She said one rancher exclaimed about
TransCanada, “They’re taking our land!” Then he blushed before adding, “I guess
that’s what happened to you. Now it’s happening to us.” For Native Americans,
she added, “it’s a relief to have allies after struggling so long on our own
and experiencing more losses than gains.”


Another Sioux
woman, Faith Spotted Eagle, came over and said, “It’s a little like being kids
back on a playground. They look at us, we look at them, we’re checking each
other out and wondering how to approach each other.” But the initial discomfort
quickly gave way to shared experience. “In the old days, whites used to divide
and conquer us, and ply us with alcohol,” she said. “Now companies are doing it
to ranchers and farmers, buying off some and isolating the rest, and making
them drunk on oil and the promise of the money it will bring.”


She paused to
shout at the eager but clueless ranchers, “Next pole!” and “Tie it tight!” as
they wrapped a rope around the top of the tepee. Once it was up, the men began
digging a pit for the fire, bounded by the rim of a huge tractor tire. “Last
time I had a fire here was to burn some brush,” Art Tanderup joked. But as
Rosalie Little Thunder watched from her log, she predicted a more serious mood would
soon prevail. “Fire warms and opens people up,” she said. 


At sunset, the
fire was lit, with corncobs used as kindling, and two dozen people gathered in
a circle around the flames. A Ponca woman walked to each person in turn,
holding out a pan of burning sage, as a cleansing ritual.


“What are you
supposed to do, just breathe it in?” a thickset rancher asked.


“Pull the smoke
over your body,” she said, and Art Tanderup, now a veteran of these ceremonies,
cupped his hands and waved them up toward his shoulders, to silently instruct his
neighbor.


Then Faith
Spotted Eagle spread tobacco around the edge of the fire as Rosalie Little
Thunder said a prayer in Lakota before translating it into English. “Without
fire, we are in the cold and dark. We have people here who work the land,
gently, to feed others. We’re thankful to be here together, to remember our
unity in the face of the destruction that is coming.”


Faith Spotted
Eagle said that we were standing between the Ponca Trail of Tears and the XL
route, a few hundred yards to either side, lighting a fire in the middle as a
symbol of unity and struggle. Then she asked each person in the circle to add a
pinch of tobacco to the flames and contribute a prayer or thought.


A Native
American man began, “Our people are laying here, somewhere—their voice will be
heard. Enough damage has been done, let’s use what we have.”


Byron Steskal
followed, choking up as he spoke. “The pipeline route goes through my property,
cutting it in half. I need your help.”


“This is our
family ground,” Tom Gerung said. “Bless us all. May it go well for us.” Rosalie
Little Thunder added, “I love all you cowboys and Indians.”


When my turn
came, I burbled out thanks for having the opportunity to be here at the end of
my long journey. This was true. I felt moved by this unlikely minyan of cowboys
and Indians, offering thanks and prayers at sundown on a Friday night in a cold
pasture in northern Nebraska.


As I headed off
in the dark, for a seven-hour drive to the airport, I also felt an unexpected
optimism piercing the gloom and fatalism that had afflicted much of my trip. At
some juncture, a final judgment on the XL would rain down from Washington. Even
if the decision went against TransCanada, I doubted it would do much to slow
the torrent of crude from Alberta and the Bakken.


And this was
just part of the equation. New oil and gas fields were being drilled and
fracked all across the continent. The United States had recently become a net
exporter of refined petroleum products and was poised to become the world’s
largest oil producer—an energy powerhouse, with all sorts of consequences for
the economy and foreign policy that were hard to predict.


The impact on
the earth and atmosphere seemed easier to envision. All the oil I’d seen being
extracted and fed into pipes or loaded onto railcars or spilled across farmland
didn’t fill me with hope. But many of the people I’d met did, from the
freethinking rancher in Alberta to the Future Farmers of America in Buffalo to
the wind-farm workers and the cowboys and Indians in Nebraska. If it achieved
nothing else, the fight over the XL had focused attention and debate on energy
and the environment and forced the fossil-fuels industry to take notice.


Americans could
often be mindless consumers. But as I’d seen, they could also be inquisitive,
innovative, quick to convert, and willing, when pressed, to stand up and fight.
Which made me feel that maybe, just maybe, we’d find our way out of this energy
maze after all.


Or so I told
myself as I crossed from Nebraska into Iowa and south toward Kansas City,
windows open to the frigid night air to keep me awake. On the final leg, I
stoked myself with a gallon of Coke and anxiety over my rental car, which
looked as if it had been through the Dakar Rally. Returning a car from Edmonton,
Alberta in Kansas City, Missouri, caked inside and out with dirt and detritus
from every province and state in between, might stretch the definition of
“unlimited mileage” and blow out a travel budget I’d already overspent.


Fortunately, the
drop-off fee wasn’t ruinous, and the charge for detailing the filthy car seemed
reasonable. I reached the departure gate just in time for takeoff and squeezed into
my seat beside a chatty Kansan on her way to see her daughter at college in
Boston.


“What brought
you out here?” she asked.


“I was
following the path of an oil pipeline from Canada,” I muttered, so tired I
could barely talk.


“That Keystone
thing, right? My daughter’s against it, but I think it would create a lot of
jobs. Now, my husband ...”


I thought of
reaching for my notebook. And then I didn’t, drifting off somewhere over the
middle of America.
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