
On a $500 million man-made island in the frozen Arctic Ocean, just off the 
coast of a vast, uninhabitable tundra known as Alaska’s North Slope, a pipeline 
begins. In temperatures that hover around forty-five degrees below zero, in 
perpetual darkness, a tight-knit band of roughnecks spends twelve hours a day, 
seven days a week, drilling down, down into the earth and pulling up precious 
crude. If you want to know how badly we need oil, here is your answer
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TooDogs is on the run. “Catch me later,” 
he’ll say each time I approach, and then he 
disappears for a day. There are not a lot of 
places to hide. This is a six-acre island, 250 
miles above the Arctic Circle, a few miles 
o≠ the shore of Alaska in the Beaufort Sea—
nothing but white ice, ghostly steam, cold 
steel. The temperature outside is thirty-
eight degrees below zero, and now the wind 
is kicking up.

“Hey!” I say, finding TooDogs upstairs in 
the camp smoke room, where he’s leaning, 

allowed inside camp. About ninety people 
live out here on the ice, in a snug set of fro-
zen trailers holding glorious heat, and fresh 
food that’s trucked in over the ice roads 
once a week, and two beds to a room, and 
stalls of clean showers. 

“You know what time is for?” TooDogs 
asks me.

“What it’s for?” I ask.
“It’s to keep everything from happening 

all at once,” he says.
I look at him, nod politely. He drags hard 

on his cigarette.
“Can you imagine the alternative?” he 

says, and for the first time I notice that his 
eyes are a deep steel blue, there is a white 
scar snaking between them, and the saying 
on his cap reads: hunt hard…in alaska. 
He makes his eyes big, and his face gets red, 
and the scar appears whiter. “The alterna-
tive?” he says. “BOOM!”

Now I’m staring at him, and he’s staring 
back. “What?” he says.

“I guess I never thought of it that way,” I say.
“It’s something to remember when your 

stu≠ gets cluttered,” he says. “You know, 
when the stu≠ in your head gets cluttered?”

He says his stu≠ has been pretty clut-
tered this hitch. A tangle of thoughts—
family, money, work—clogging up his mind. 

From their desk in “the doghouse,” a room overlooking the rig floor, TooDogs, left, and Rod, right, in helmet, supervise the 
roughnecks who keep the drill bit turning. No one here ever sees a drop of crude oil; the whole process is guided by joystick. 

The Company Men

peering out a window. Outside, snow blows 
horizontally, a curtain of weather obscuring 
his rig, “Nabors 19AC,” standing tall on the 
other side of the island. It’s a royal blue and 
yellow tower, platforms and blocks of ma-
chinery stacked high over the hole where 
the drill enters the ocean floor. TooDogs, 
the “toolpusher,” built the rig. A toolpusher 
is a guy who builds a rig, runs the drilling op-
eration. I’m not yet sure how he earned the 
rig name TooDogs. Some say it’s because he 
can get as angry as two dogs fighting; some 
say it’s because he’s part Blackfeet Indian 
and there’s an old joke about a boy of simi-
lar origin named “Two Dogs Fucking.” (He 
spells it TooDogs, not TwoDogs, because, he 
says, “that looks like shit.”)

Not everyone here has a rig name. Having 
a rig name is neither a sign of notoriety nor 
longevity nor respect. Some guys, like Turtle 
and Kung Fu and Brain and TooDogs, are 
simply destined.

“You hear that?” TooDogs says, leaning 
his head toward the window. “Brrr. Brrr. 
That’s torque.”

He’s a burly guy, a weeble that wobbles 
but won’t fall down, at first glance kind of 
a clone of so many others here: mustache, 
wire-rimmed glasses, cap, Carhartt cov-
eralls, sweet little slippers. No boots are 
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We zoom down the stairway, squeaky 
clean and beige like so much of this place. On 
the whole, the camp has the cozy feel of a col-
lege dorm, or perhaps the too cozy feel of a 
submarine; the extreme temperatures make 
the outdoors nearly as inaccessible as the 
deep sea. You have to pile on about twenty 
pounds of gear just to walk over to the rig, 
about half a football field away. 

We head toward the dining hall. We pass 
the sound of a fiddle playing “Come All Ye 
Young and Tender Maidens,” spilling from 
behind the bedroom door of the man they 
call Kung Fu. Some people like the music, 
some complain it sounds like a dying cat, but 
nearly all appreciate the calming e≠ect the 
fiddle playing has had on Kung Fu.

TooDogs quickens his pace. There is a 
sneaky quality to his walk, a slinking. I ask 
him how old he is. “Just turned 50,” he says. 

I applaud him for answering a question so 
directly. “That was really good!”

“Shut up,” he says. 
We come upon Turtle in the hallway, a 

small, fleshy kid with the constant appear-
ance of someone who hasn’t quite woken up. 
“It sucks being young,” Turtle announces. He 
has brassy hair, a messy mop matted down 
on one side, sticking out on the other, and so 
very…orange. He’s a roustabout, basically a 
janitor, the lowest worm on a rig.

“Did you clean your room?” TooDogs asks.
“That’s my plan forward for tonight,” 

Turtle says.
“You have to clean your room and you 

have to bathe, Turtle,” TooDogs says.

The men that 
TooDogs supervises 
keep the drill 
moving: They add (or 
remove) pipe as the 
drill bit goes deeper 
into (or comes out 
of) the ground. 
Kung Fu adds a 
new section of pipe 
to the drill string. 
What looks like oil 
is actually not—it’s 
“mud” that is used 
to lubricate the drill.

The Rig Floor

He says it’s no big deal. It’s all workable. 
“Sometimes I think my give-a-shit spring 
is about to bust.”  

He looks out the window, listens again 
to the torque, the growl of motors trying to 
spin the drill bit through rock. “The hole’s 
talking to us. It’s tight. Tight. Brrr. Brrr.”

I suggest he take me over there, tour me 
around, and show me what’s going on. No 
one goes to the rig without TooDogs’ permis-
sion. “I’ve been asking for days,” I point out.

“Maybe tomorrow,” he says, and he tells 
me he has to get going, says good-bye, and 
heads out of the smoke room. I follow him, 
three steps behind, as has become our 
odd dance. 

He has lived here, on and o≠, for two years, 
ever since the island was built. How do you 
build an island to put an oil rig on? You wait 
until the ocean freezes. You can’t dig water, 
but you can dig ice. You dig to the bottom 
and excavate a foundation, about eleven 
acres in all. You find a source of gravel—in 
this case, a pit ten miles away—because you 
need a lot of it. Crews built ice roads and 
started hauling. They kept hauling, 20,000 
truckloads, traveling a total of 400,000 
miles, the equivalent of about sixteen trips 
around the world. They had to hurry. They 
had to get it all done before the ice roads 
melted. They dumped gravel, dumped and 
dumped, sculpted a six-acre rectangle out of 
it, then got to work on a retaining wall: more 
gravel—8,000 sacks of it weighing 13,000 
pounds each—one on top of the other, bam, 
bam, bam, a barrier to fight back the sum-
mer sea. They had to hurry. They had to con-
nect the island to shore, six miles away. They 
dug a trench, a crazy-long trench, in which a 
subsea flow line would carry oil. It cost $500 
million to build this island, not to mention 
the brawn of constantly revolving crews of 
as many as 600 people working in tempera-
tures cold enough to kill.

I have listened to engineers explain all 
this, and overall it has been hard not to look 
at them and think: My Lord, we need oil.

For his part, TooDogs is not overly im-
pressed. “A rig is a rig,” he says. 

I am still three steps behind. I have 
learned it is the only way to keep his atten-
tion, or what little of it he o≠ers.

He has toured me around certain areas of 
the camp this way, pretending I’m not here. I 
throw questions up at him; he halfway turns 
his head and halfway answers. He says he’s 
a loner, a person who hides, deals with the 
world only in manageable chunks. It seems 
an unlikely analysis when I watch how loved 
he is here, how all the guys depend on him, 
how he’s the glue holding so much of this 
operation together, a fact he readily if re-
gretfully recognizes. “I’m the dad,” he tells 
me. “I’m the mom. I’m the jailer. I’m the bail 
bondsman. But mostly, I guess, the dad.”  

“Did you know Jason is not married to a 
black stripper named Onyx?” Turtle says, 
“and he does not have a pole in his garage for 
her to practice dancing with?”

“Yeah, I knew that, Turtle,” TooDogs says. 
“I knew that.”

“He had me believing that for an entire 
year,” Turtle says. “A year! I hate him. I don’t 
know why I’m even friends with him.”

“Go clean your room,” TooDogs says.
“It sucks being young,” Turtle says. 
“I am going to bed now,” TooDogs says. 

“I am going to my room, and I am going to 
shut my door.”

■ ■ ■

The island is named Oooguruk, an Inu-
piaq word meaning “bearded seal,” an 
animal plentiful on the shores of Alaska’s 
North Slope. The Slope is where the Trans-
Alaska Pipeline starts, where the crude gets 
pumped up from more than a mile inside the 
earth, then gets sent on the 800-mile journey 
south to Valdez, Alaska, where the pipeline 
ends and tankers come and load the crude 
up and deliver it down the coast. There, in 
places like northern Washington and Long 
Beach, California, it gets processed into the 
fuel America now so grudgingly remembers 
makes the world go round. 

People have known for thousands of 
years that oil was abundant on Alaska’s 
North Slope, a vast tundra, flat and tree-
less, on and on and on, from the foothills of 
the Brooks Mountain Range to the Arctic 



All This, for Oil

Drilling

Extraction

Ocean, an endless, unchanging landscape 
bigger than Idaho. For centuries native Es-
kimos cut blocks of oil-soaked tundra from 
natural seeps to use as fuel. In the 1920s, 
explorers arrived and began poking holes. 
In 1968 they discovered Prudhoe Bay State 
No. 1, the largest oil field in North America 
and one of the largest in the world, and a 
year later the adjacent Kuparuk field, the 
second-largest. Today, five of our ten largest 
oil fields are on Alaska’s North Slope, where 
twenty-four separate fields pump out about 
16 percent of our total domestic oil supply.

A person can’t just drive around the 
North Slope, visit the locals, stop in at a 
burger joint. There are no locals, no burger 
joints, no houses, no cities, no churches. 
The gateway to the oil fields is the town of 
Deadhorse, where the airport is, and where 
security restricts passage to anyone but 
workers who fly in and get bused to camps 
for two-week hitches. 

It took nearly a year for me to gain ac-
cess to the Slope. The corporate giants who 
control the fields—BP, ConocoPhillips, 
ExxonMobil—have little to gain from pub-
lic scrutiny. Rarely do stories of Alaska’s oil 
emerge unless there is a freak accident to 
talk about—the odd spill, usually set against 
a snowy backdrop featuring a winsome 
caribou looking dismayed about the greedy 
nature of the human race. But Pioneer Natu-
ral Resources—the company that built the 
island, where TooDogs is in charge of the 
rig and Kung Fu plays the fiddle and Turtle 
fake-hates Jason for lying to him about be-
ing married to a stripper named Onyx—was 
willing to allow me in. Pioneer is the first 
independent operator to produce oil on the 
Slope, a market cornered by the three majors 
for its entire history. In many ways, it repre-
sents a glimmer of hope. Everyone knows 
the oil up here is running out; production is 
declining 6 percent a year, down from an all-
time high of 2 million barrels a day in 1988 
to 700,000 today. But everyone also knows 
the oil isn’t really running out—it’s just a lot 
harder to get to. It is a common story in the 
saga of natural resources, whether you are 
talking coal or gas or oil: The big companies 
suck out the easy, vast reservoirs, and then 
in come the little companies nimble enough 
to pick away at the leftovers.

The ongoing debate over whether or not 
we should be drilling for oil in Alaska—on-
ward to ANWR to the east—typically leaves 
out one factor: We are drilling for oil in 
Alaska, every hour of every day for the past 
thirty years, drilling in some of the most ex-
treme conditions on earth, where the wind-
chill can easily reach minus ninety-eight 
degrees, so cold that you have to leave your 
pickup running twenty-four hours a day 
or you’ll never get it started again, where 
it is pitch dark for nearly two months each 

The Operation

Equipment

long gone are the days when oil gushed from the 
ground, Old Faithful–style, at the tap of a shovel. 
now, in places like alaska’s north slope, industrial 
drills often have to dig deep, diving thousands of 
feet through ice and rock to access the product. 
Here, a look at how it all works.—RAhA NADDAF

1. DErrIck 
a 180-foot-high 
structure that holds 
the drill and hoists 
ninety-foot sections of 
pipe, called “stands.” 

2. rIg 
Three-million-
pound platform 
that contains all the 
drilling equipment, 
including the derrick, 
drill, tanks, and crew. 
Once the drilling is 
complete on one well, 
the entire apparatus 
moves to the next.

4. DrILL STrINg 
contains 
Measurements While 
drilling (MWd) tools 
that read surrounding 
rock formations and 
send data to the 
company man in the 
rig who monitors the 
drilling. When a drill 
gets stuck, pistons 
on the drill string 
called “jars” exert 
300,000 pounds of 
force to free the bit.

7. cASINg
Once the drill reaches 
the oil reservoir, it is 
removed, and concrete 
pipes called “casing” 
are placed into the 
well to prevent it 
from collapsing.

8. TubINg
Once the casing is in 
place, small three-
inch-wide pipes 
called “tubing” are 
placed into the well. 
This is what the oil 
will flow through. 

9. chrISTMAS 
TrEE 
a structure that seals 
the well and contains 
valves that gauge oil 
flow. The christmas 
tree connects the well 
to external pipes that 
eventually connect 
to the flow line.
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3. WELL
a deep and narrow 
hole (sixteen inches in 
diameter at its widest) 
that extends into the 
oil reservoir. it can take 
thirty to one hundred 
days to drill a well, 
and the Oooguruk 
wells are expected to 
produce oil for twenty 
to twenty-five years. a 
total of forty wells will 
be built there and will, 
at their peak, produce 
an estimated 20,000 
barrels of oil a day.

5. DrILL bIT 
The tip of the drill. 
chews through rock 
by spinning clockwise 
anywhere from 80 
to 180 rPMs.

6. MuD
Provides lubrication 
for the drill. “Mud” 
flows through the drill 
and out the drill bit, 
flushing rock called 
“cuttings” out of the 
well. The cuttings are 
examined to determine 
the condition of the 
surrounding rock.

10. FLOW LINE
This 5.7-mile bundle 
of pipes allows oil to 
travel underwater from 
Oooguruk to the main 
facilities onshore. 
From there  the oil 
is refined (gas and 
water are removed) 
and then travels 
800 miles through 
the Trans-alaska 
Pipeline to Valdez.
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winter, where people live without families, 
without homes, without access to so much 
of what most of us think of when we think of 
what it means to be human.

Who are these people, and how do they get 
the oil out of the ground? It seems, on its face, 
an embarrassingly simple question, and 
maybe that’s the point. Crude. Petroleum. 
We process it into gasoline, asphalt, plastic, 
fertilizer. We fill up our cars with it, drive on 
roads made of it. We use it to make all those 
soda bottles and all those Baggies holding 
our lunches, the foam in our mattresses, the 
padding in our running shoes. The vegeta-
bles we eat are fed with and protected from 
bugs by it. We travel because of it, drink out 
of it, sleep on it, wear it, eat it, whine about 
how much it costs, argue about it, hate need-
ing it, love it, kill for it. It is our most ubiq-
uitous natural resource, the juice that made 
the past century possible. How we get it in 
the first place would seem to be a fundamen-
tal building block in our understanding of 
what it means to be a modern human. And 
yet here is an industry and a culture that is 
as alien to most of us as the moon.

I visited the North Slope twice, once in 
summer and then again in February, when 
I settled in for a two-week hitch. The tem-
perature, on the day I landed in Deadhorse 
in February, was forty-five degrees below 
zero. I worried about what that might feel 
like, wondered if the clothing I’d been pro-
vided—thick overalls, massive parka, enor-
mous gloves and boots—would really do the 
trick. I geared up and felt like an  astronaut. 
I bounced out of the plane, squinted as if pre-
paring for a punch. I felt nothing of the sort. 
For the first three or four seconds, cold is 
just…cold. Nothing spectacular at all. Then 
my glasses seemed to freeze to my face, and I 
took a breath and felt a sting in my lungs that 
might have been instant ice but probably 
wasn’t. Within minutes, my cheeks, chin, and 
nose began to ache, first the skin and then…
muscle? I had no other way of understand-
ing that weird sort of ache. Soon I learned to 
aim the hood of my parka, lean my head so 
the fur trim would catch the wind and steer 
it away. Every little bit helped. I started ad-
miring animals with very bushy fur. 

Deadhorse is a place that greets you with 
the emblematic architecture of the Slope. 
Nothing is lovely, nothing is charming, 
nothing is intended for anything other than 
hard use. Modular corrugated-steel Conex 
boxes serve as o∞ce buildings, machine 
shops, a hotel, and a general store decorated 
outside with a cartoon drawing of a dying 
horse with its tongue hanging out. 

The two-hour bus ride to Oooguruk, over 
the ice roads, was a visit to a postapocalyp-
tic world, an endless industrial landscape 
without the humanizing e≠ect of pedestri-
ans. We saw a musk ox. The heater on the 

From top, Zack, a 
young roughneck 
who works high up 
in the derrick; Kung 
Fu, the rig’s bible-
quoting reclamation 
project; and Turtle, 
low man on the 
totem pole, basically 
a rig janitor getting 
paid “a stupid 
amount of money” 
for his efforts.

The Roughnecks

resembling a boxcar that had a series of 
freezer doors with numbers spray painted on 
them. He gave the door marked 305 a shove, 
and it opened just fine. There was warmth 
inside, plenty of warmth, and a fluorescent 
light over a bed with a sheet and a blanket. 
No sink, no bathroom—all of that was back at 
camp. Aaron said he’d try to scare up a two-
way radio for me to keep in here, in case I 
got stuck. He said sometimes the snow blows 
and piles higher than the door, and if that 
happened, he would come and dig me out. 

“Now, guys are going to mess with you and 
tell you you’re sleeping in a bait box,” Aaron 
said. “Because you’re sort of polar bear bait 
out here? But look, the bears are out hunting 
seals this time of year, up where the ice is 
broke, so it won’t be a problem. And really, 
it’s a lot quieter out here. Very peaceful.” 

Then he left. I stood there. I stood there 
and tapped my foot. The room smelled 
strongly of Lysol. There was an extra can of it 
provided on a shelf. There was a window with 
a blue blanket covering it, nailed in place. 
There was nothing else, just a new kind of 
aloneness. I’ve known silence before, and I’ve 
known solitude, but nothing quite like this. 
It was the kind of alone maybe a monk feels, 
or someone in solitary confinement? No, that 
wasn’t quite it either. I stood there utterly cut 
o≠, a person in a tiny bubble of warmth, out 
on the ice, beyond tundra, beyond good sense, 
a freezer door away from a solid white wilder-
ness, a place I figured even God forgot.

Aaron was right about the peace, right 
about the quiet, right about the bears not 
showing up, but it was all that he didn’t 
say that kept me guessing. All that no one 
on Oooguruk ever seemed to say: This is ri-
diculous. Was life out here not an absurdly 
desperate way to make a living? 

For days I would try to sympathize, o≠er 
a compassionate ear, try to get at how these 
people survived the cold, the remoteness, 
the working conditions, the time away from 
home. I suppose I was prepared to pity them. 
I wanted to understand how they’d gotten 
themselves into this mess. 

I was getting nowhere; I couldn’t seem 
to phrase my question in a way that made 
sense to anyone.
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bus barely worked, and so the guys huddled 
into their parkas and shivered but did not 
complain. Oooguruk is six miles o≠ the 
coast, and so by the time we drove into 
camp, there were no signs of other rigs, 
other camps. No neighbors at all. 

Bedrooms were overbooked, I was told, 
so my bunk would be in an “overflow area.” 
Aaron, a welcoming guy on the operations 
team, o≠ered to escort me there, led me 
through camp and out the back door, which 
opened to a polar bear cage. 

“Um,” I said, standing in the cage. I knew 
about the polar bear cages. They’re placed 
around camp. They’re for people, not bears. 
You see a bear, you blow a horn and jump in 
the cage. Why was it necessary for Aaron to 
bring me into a polar bear cage? 

“Follow me,” he said, unhitching the thick 
metal latch, and we went out the other side 
of the cage into the frozen night.

“So my room isn’t attached to camp?”
“Oh, a lot of guys stay out here,” he said.  
We hurried down a narrow pathway of 

crunching snow, toward a long building  



One night in the dining hall, a guy turned 
to me and said, “You don’t get it. We want to 
be here. We haven’t been sentenced here. We 
choose to be here. We are happy here.” 

■ ■ ■

TooDogs runs a fair rig, a respectful rig, 
where standards are high but no one is go-
ing to chew your face o≠ for no reason what-
soever like happened to him all those years 
roughnecking. All those years. And all those 
years before that. A lot of terrible shit, excuse 
his language. But a lot of terrible shit hap-
pened to TooDogs even before he ever got 
on a rig and started roughnecking, way back 
home on the reservation in Montana. Let’s 
just say more shit than any kid should have 
to deal with. And listen, when he hives up 
the way he does, it has nothing to do with al-
lergies. It’s memories. It’s just bad memories 
popping up on his skin, and it only happens if 
someone touches him, so people here learn, 
they just learn, never to touch TooDogs.

He says none of it is a big deal. He says it’s 
all workable. He says he has to go.

I have no idea what day it is. No one here 
speaks of Monday or Tuesday or Wednes-
day or Thursday. What would be the point? 
Every twelve hours is the same, working or 
sleeping, working or sleeping. Time blends, 
blurs, all but disappears.

A lot of people I meet on the Slope have 
a history they’re running from. Kung Fu, 
a compact man with full sleeves of intri-
cate tattoos—eyeballs, crosses, shamrocks, 
skulls, peacock feathers—has been in and 
out of jail; he came to the Slope as a career 
alternative to the strip-club/meth-lab he 
tried to get up and running, and as a respite 
from the “hard-core whopper-stopper life-
style” he was leading. Nowadays he brings 
crates of vitamins and his fiddle and his Bi-
ble to the Slope, tries to save fellow sinners 
like Stubbs, a recovering drunk who, in 
turn, quietly tries to save Kung Fu, the one 
everyone agrees is most urgently in need 
of rescue. From time to time Kung Fu goes 
apeshit on the rig floor, doing dive rolls and 
sword kicks, just spinning all over the place 
in that way he has of trying to expend ex-
cess energy. TooDogs talks him down, tells 
him to get back to his Bible or his fiddle or 
whatever he can do to get himself tamed. 
TooDogs likewise counsels Stubbs and of 
course Turtle and Jason and others. He 
claims it’s a management technique; if 
you get to know a guy, you can learn to ma-
nipulate him. But everyone knows that if 
there is one force that drives TooDogs, it’s 
a kind of cavernous compassion, a well of 
empathy that never seems to empty. Maybe 
because of all the forgiveness he’s still 
working on getting, or maybe it’s just the 
way he’s built.

Impressions:

I’ve known silence before, and I’ve known solitude, 
but nothing quite like this. I stood there utterly cut off, a 
person in a tiny bubble of warmth, out on the ice, beyond 
tundra, beyond good sense, a freezer door away from a 
solid white wilderness, a place I figured even god forgot.
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The r ig at night, coated in ice.

So many of the people I meet on Ooogu-
ruk are running—from families that don’t 
work, that they can’t make work, that fail 
them, that they fail. Alaska has always been 
a place people flee to; the Slope is a place you 
flee to after you have fled to Alaska. A last 
chance. For some, it’s redemption. For oth-
ers, salvation.

By now I have spent a good many hours 
on the rig, a series of stairs connecting plat-
forms, rooms with roaring motors, pumps, 
pipes, long avenues of wellheads, bright blue 
and bright red and bright yellow—it is like 
the biggest, loudest, most colorful furnace 
room you ever entered. An oil rig, no matter 
if you are talking Alaska or Texas or Saudi 
Arabia or Iraq, is most famously recognized 
by its tall and mighty derrick, which is the 
support structure holding the drill. The rea-
son it’s so tall—in this case, 183 feet—is to 
enable drillers to add new sections of pipe 
as drilling progresses. You keep adding pipe 
so you can reach deeper and deeper into the 
earth. The drill bit paves the way, turning 
clockwise, grinding down. (The scale of all 
this is much smaller than most people imag-
ine: The drill bit ranges in diameter from 
six to thirteen inches; the pipe is as small 
as three inches. An oil well is a remarkably 
skinny hole.) The people on the rig orches-
trate a constant parade of steel pipe, mov-
ing it, positioning it, connecting it, sending 
it spiraling down. They never see the oil it-
self, never smell or touch it—except in the 
rare case of a spill or an explosion or some 
other catastrophic event. The disconnect is 
absurd, or perhaps Zen: The goal is to reach 
all that it is your goal to keep invisible.

The torque, over here on the rig, has got-
ten worse. Way worse. The torque is on ac-
count of the top drive trying to turn the drill 
bit and the drill bit refusing.

“We’re stuck,” TooDogs says to Rod, his 
immediate boss, the “company man” who 
typically spends most of his time in his o∞ce 
behind a computer. The torque has brought 
Rod over to the rig. 

“We are not stuck,” says Rod, who also goes 
by “Colonel Klink,” after the guy on the old 
Hogan’s Heroes sitcom whom he resembles, 
sort of. “We are ‘temporarily detained.’ ”

“Dude, we’re stuck,” TooDogs says.
They’re sitting in “the doghouse,” the 

heart of the action, command central. It 

looks like the pilothouse of a ship, only in-
stead of overlooking the sea, everyone is 
watching the rig floor where the drill should 
be turning eighty or 120 rpm but isn’t. Kung 
Fu is standing out there looking at the hole, 
waiting for action. Beside him the man they 
call Brain, because he is the only college-
educated guy on the crew, is motioning to 
Andy, the driller, who sits in the doghouse 
at the console. Mostly Brain’s motions say: 
What the hell is going on?

Andy leans into his microphone. “We’re 
temporarily detained, gentlemen,” he an-
nounces to the men on the rig floor.

“Thank you, Andy,” Rod says.
“Jiminy Christmas,” TooDogs says. “You 

two should date.”
TooDogs and Rod have worked on so 

many rigs together over so many years, 
they can’t help but relate like brothers. 
(“Rod’s hole, my rig,” is the way TooDogs 
describes the division of labor.) The hole 
being drilled is an infinitely complicated 
place, full of mystery and challenge and all 
the tools the toolpusher sticks down into 
it. The drill bit isn’t the only thing going 
down the hole. It’s just the tip of the “drill 
string,” which contains the tools, or “jew-
elry,” the drillers need to keep the whole as-
sembly stabilized, to help it get unstuck if it 
gets stuck, and to read the rock formations 
that might help explain what the hell is go-
ing on down there. The oil is sitting some-
where down there in pockets, trapped, 
along with gas, within microscopic pores of 
rocks in underground formations. It flows 
under its own pressure, sort of like soda in 
a can. Pop the cap and the gas escapes, and 
the oil comes with it. 

Long gone are the days when oil wells 
went straight down like drinking straws. 
Directional drilling technology allows drill-
ers to go down, over, up, snaking any which 
way through the earth and landing in ever 
sweeter sweet spots, reaching horizontally 
as far as four miles from the rig. In the old 
days, a single vertical well exposed about 
200 to 300 feet of oil reserves. Now drillers 
can reach more than 20,000 feet of reservoir 
rock with one well, significantly reducing 
the footprint above ground, which in turn 
reduces costs and, in this part of the world, 
scarring to the tundra. If a person could see 
under Oooguruk after all forty wells here 



are completed, the picture would be a spi-
derweb of looping wells. 

Stubbs, who works downstairs in the mud 
pits, comes into the doghouse to ask a ques-
tion about the torque. “Something’s really 
fucked-up with the number one pump,” he 
says. “You seeing that?”

“We’re seeing it,” Rod says. “We’re feeling 
your pain.”

Stubbs is a thin man in his fifties who 
moves as if life has o≠ered nothing but wear 
and tear. He removes his hard hat to scratch 
an itch, and I notice that he has, oddly 
enough, the same brassy orange hair the kid 
called Turtle had. I notice, too, that Jason, 
the welder, has the same color hair. There is 
something going on here with hair.

“I think we lost a blower on the number 
one pump,” TooDogs says to Rod. “I think it’s 
the blower.”

“Well, it’s down,” Rod says. “We can’t do 
shit without circulation.” 

The two are staring up at the monitors in 
the doghouse, sitting on a cushioned bench. 
Turtle has mysteriously appeared. 

“Turtle?” says TooDogs, summoning the 
young roustabout over to the throne upon 
which he sits. “Turtle, I have a question.”

“What’s up?” Turtle answers. 
“Come closer,” TooDogs says.
Turtle moves. 
“Closer.”
Soon the two are nose to nose and TooDogs 

speaks. “Why-are-you-here?” 
“I wanted to hear what you guys were 

talking about,” Turtle says.
“You don’t get to do that,” TooDogs says. 

“You’re supposed to work, Turtle.” 
On some rigs, a lowly roustabout would 

never speak to the toolpusher, let alone 

the mighty company man, but this rig is 
di≠erent. Some old guys learn to break the 
cycle of abuse, while others don’t. It happens 
in all walks of life. 

■ ■ ■

The Slope operates on a twenty-four-hour 
clock, 365 days a year—Christmas Day, New 
Year’s Day, every hour of every day, there is 
never a moment oil isn’t being taken out of 
the earth. The typical shift is two weeks on, 
two weeks o≠, although many people stay 
considerably longer than that, earning brag-
ging rights and more money than they can 
figure out how to spend. A kid like Turtle just 
starting out as a roustabout can easily pull in 
nearly seventy grand. “That’s stupid money 
for a kid right out of high school,” Turtle tells 
me. “That’s insane, (continued on page 288)



stupid money.” For a while, he thought he’d 
work a few years, save everything, and pay 
cash for college. But then he started buying 
motorcycles. And computers. And just any-
thing he felt like. And now he looks at his 
dad, a Slope toolpusher making 250 grand, 
and he thinks, Forget college. His dad has 
a house in Florida, has a giant hot tub con-
nected to his pool, custom built in the shape 
of Mickey Mouse’s head. “It’s awesome,” 
Turtle says. “It’s the best overspent project 
ever.” 

I meet a 23-year-old electrician who brags 
of having no high school diploma and who 
last year earned $140,000. Charlie, the guy 
who builds the ice roads, once stayed on the 
Slope for seven months straight and, legend 
has it, saved every check, went home to Fair-
banks, and bought a new house. With cash.

The trick for a lot of guys who work here is 
to figure out how to go home and not spend 
all their money on booze. 

There is no alcohol allowed anywhere on 
the Slope. A person getting caught with it 
will be run o≠ for life, no questions asked, 
no second chances. When an oil-field worker 
boards the plane in Deadhorse to go home, 
he will more than likely order as many 
drinks as the flight attendant permits. Many 
of the younger guys I meet say they don’t 
stop drinking for two weeks, until it’s time 
to get back on the plane for the Slope. Many 
of the older guys I meet have spectacular ad-
diction and recovery stories they try in vain 
to impart on the younger guys. 

After their twelve-hour shifts, most of 
the people on Oooguruk eat and go to bed. 
“There-is-no-where-to-go,” they keep point-
ing out. They’re tired. The company had a 
pool table in the camp for a while but tossed 
it after no one used it. I never see anyone in 
the movie theater. I learn of parties, such as 
they are. Guys gather in the dining hall for 
ice cream, or chocolate chip cookies they 
nuke for twelve seconds. I learn of the rough-
necks gathering in Jason’s room to apply hair 
dye one night—“Sandstone,” by Redken—a 
stunt to terrorize Melvis, the guy who pa-
rades around with suspiciously perfect high-
lighted hair. (Melvis thought the outbreak of 
orange hair on the crew was a compliment. 
TooDogs had to tell him, “Dude, they’re mak-
ing fun of you.”)

It’s home, in a way. For a lot of guys, real 
home is harder than this one. I hear this 
story over and over again. Somewhere along 
the line, an endless loop of anguish sets in: 
The Slope is an escape that many speak of 
longing to escape from, only to discover they 
need to escape back to it. 

It is certainly not the case for everyone. 
There are plenty I meet who are building 
satisfying careers here—engineers and ge-
ologists, medics and computer technicians, 
people who speak of learning to bracket their 
lives into manageable two-week chunks. 

But it’s the people on the front line, the 
roughnecks working the rig, who command 
the most notice. (Nearly all the people on 

Oooguruk are subcontracted by other com-
panies. The roughnecks work for Nabors 
Alaska Drilling.) Roughneck is a specific 
term for a job on the rig crew, one rung up 
from roustabout, but also a generic term 
used for anyone who survives the job and 
graduates to pit watcher, derrick hand, 
driller, toolpusher, company man. In the 
same way a general will always think of him-
self as a grunt, a roughneck is a roughneck is 
a roughneck no matter how high he climbs 
in the hierarchy of a rig. “It’s the same any-
where you go on the Slope,” a guy on the con-
struction crew tells me. “The roughnecks 
think they’re the shit. They parade around 
like this whole place is about them. We put up 
with it because they’re the ones getting the 
oil. If they don’t get the oil, we all go broke.” 
Perhaps, then, there is a kind of indulgence; 
roughnecks are allowed to be, maybe even 
expected to be, eccentric and tough: in and 
out of prison, Harley guys, hard-hunting 
guys, men who strut their badass selves for 
all to fear. Of course, there is also the need for 
a certain amount of guts. 

A rig is an unforgiving iron tower, rife with 
peril: Stu≠ turns, fingers get lopped o≠, arms, 
a couple of years ago a leg. That was over on 
“Nabors 14E,” where TooDogs was working 
midnights. Tim, a roustabout, couldn’t see 
through the steam in the pit room that night, 
couldn’t see where he stepped: into an au-
ger that sucked him in. TooDogs reached, 
grabbed, but it was too late. Both legs sucked 
in, the guy up to his hips in the machinery, 
screaming, not knowing his left leg was al-
ready cut o≠, the right wrapped around the 
auger shaft. It took rescuers seven hours to 
cut him out. TooDogs held him. Gently wip-
ing his forehead, talking to him the whole 
time like any dad would talk. They stuck a 
stick in his mouth for the final cut, flew him 
o≠ out of there to the hospital, 800 miles 
away in Anchorage. 

A stuck drill is no way to start a hitch. Rod 
just came in yesterday, and he’s getting a 
bad feeling about this well, “ODS K 33,” also 
known simply as 33. It costs anywhere from 
$5 million to $20 million to drill a single 
well, more if you get stuck for any length 
of time—it costs at least a quarter million a 
day to run the operation—and considerably 
more still if you get so stuck you have to give 
up and cement o≠, leaving $3 million worth 
of equipment on the drill string behind. 

At this point, the bit has reached 8,491 
feet, a measurement indicating distance but 
not necessarily depth. It’s moving—or it was 
moving—at about a sixty-eight-degree angle 
through the earth, headed toward oil, or so 
everyone hoped. The challenge in drilling is 
that so very much of it is a matter of blind 
faith. The tools the toolpusher sticks down 
the hole send signals up, information about 
pressure and torque and weight, all of which 
gets translated into numbers on computer 
screens, which TooDogs and Rod and the 

engineers back in Anchorage look at as they 
rub their chins and fret. The whole invisible 
journey is guided by nothing but a joystick.

“The hole’s real ratty,” Rod says to TooDogs 
over in the doghouse. “I’d like to backream 
and run a walnut sweep, is what I’d like.”

“Getting in and out, that’s what we gotta 
worry about now,” TooDogs says.

“You mean on the backreaming?”
“This hole has seen eleven-pound mud.”
“Everything above us has seen a 10.7. It’s 

already swollen in.”
“We’ll know that when we go back in and 

get the wiper out of there.”
“Bottom line, right now we don’t know 

shit,” Rod says.
“Can’t do shit without circulation,” 

TooDogs says. 
“We’re stuck.”
You can’t drill without circulation. Think 

of, well, sex without lubrication. So much of 
drilling seems borrowed from sex, although 
no one ever says it. In all its phallic glory, the 
drill enters the earth, spinning clockwise. It 
squirts “mud” as it goes. The mud comes out 
of the middle of the drilling assembly and 
out into the hole—or “well bore”—the drill 
makes, and then back up to surface. The 
mud, a carefully concocted mixture of water 
and gels, is the key to just about everything. 
Not only does it provide lubrication for the 
drill, but it sends the rock you’re chewing—
the “cuttings”—floating up and out of the 
hole. Also, the mud provides pressure, keep-
ing the well from collapsing. Think of diving 
into the ocean: The deeper you go, the more 
the ocean pushes you up. The earth works 
the same way; the deeper you go, the more 
forceful the pressure. To keep burrowing 
deeper, drillers increase mud weight, forc-
ing the hole to stay open. It is a delicate bal-
ancing act. If the mud weight is too heavy, 
they’ll bust open the wall of the well bore 
and get a blowout. A blowout is when the 
well explodes, often taking human bodies 
and usually the rig with it. 

“Basically, you’re trying to fool Mother 
Nature” is the way one guy explains drilling 
to me. “You’re trying to get in her, and she’s 
trying to push you out. You keep her open 
with your mud, and you ream deeper.”

He draws me a picture. He never once 
makes the joke. Not so much as a wink.    

After more talking and fretting and com-
ing back to the same point—you can’t do shit 
without circulation—TooDogs comes over to 
me. “Okay,” he says. “Put your stu≠ on, be-
cause I’m taking you back over to camp.” 

I tell him I don’t want to leave.
“We’re fixing to start jarring. You can’t be 

here when we’re jarring. Now! Let’s go.”
I put on my parka, head down the rig stairs 

with TooDogs, whose big, blocky body is so 
nimble on these steps. He leads me quickly 
across the yard; we go through a polar bear 
cage into camp, and he deposits me in the 
mudroom. “Stay!” he says. His face is red, 
and his scar is getting white, so I know he’s 
serious. I put on my slippers and head to the 
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dining hall and eat some surprisingly fresh 
shrimp salad, feel surprisingly depressed 
about getting run o≠ the rig. It’s hard to leave 
that place, hard to miss out on the unfolding 
mystery of what the earth is hiding. 

Soon, a distant BOOM! explodes from 
over on the rig, followed by a BOOM! You can 
hear it all the way over here in camp. Jar-
ring involves hydraulic pistons deep inside 
the earth, tools in place on the drill string to 
help a driller get unstuck. BOOM! And thirty 
seconds later, BOOM! One hundred thou-
sand pounds of drill pipe pulled up and then 
let loose, BOOM! Jarring is full of violence, 
the derrick shaking and moaning after each 
BOOM. I head to the smoke room, where the 
view is better, and wait an hour for the guys 
to come back, to tell me about their success 
jarring, their success beating Mother Nature 
at her foolish game of “No!” BOOM! I wait 
two more hours in the TV room, then back to 
the dining hall, the smoke room. There are 
only so many places to go. After four hours, I 
give up and go back to my bait box and try to 
sleep. BOOM! BOOM! All night long. 

It bothers me that no one here states the 
obvious. No one says, “Isn’t this kind of like 
sex with a girl who won’t put out?” In the 
same way, no one here talks about the liv-
ing conditions, the crazy remoteness of the 
island, the cold. How can the temperatures 
not be a constant topic of conversation? 
How can “Jesus H. Christ, it’s COLD” not be a 
daily exclamation? 

In the morning, I step out to greet a wind-
less dawn. The cold is not a slap so much as 
a squeeze. The rig is quiet now, a hush of ex-
haustion. I look out into a white sea rolling 
on and on to the horizon, all frozen lumps. 
I think about the moment the ocean froze, 
having simply stopped moving midwave. I 
think about limitation, surrendering to all 
that can never be. Soon the sky welcomes the 
sun, briefly cracks open with fierce stripes of 
crimson red. The world, as far as the eye can 
see, turns pink. I think about the loneliness 
out here, acute and so thick I feel I could slice 
it and it would bleed all over the place.

TooDogs loves his wife severely. We’re soul 
mates. We dream together. Sometimes. Not 
lately. He thinks of her as his anchor, and as 
the angel who saved his life. Actually, tech-
nically, the angel came to her and told her: 
“He is going to die.” She reported this to him. 
Shortly after that, TooDogs woke up on the 
steps of a detox place. He was maybe 30. He 
doesn’t remember getting there, only knows 
he dragged himself there. His drug habit by 
then was heroin to take the edge o≠ cocaine. 

TooDogs thinks his wife is the only person 
in this world who really knows him, but then 
again she doesn’t know him at all. It’s con-
fusing. A big clutter in his head. Lately, he’s 
been wondering, “Was it worth it?” He’ll call 
her, as he does each night, and ask. She’ll say, 
“You’re thinking too much. Quit it.” 

Lana, his wife, takes care of everything 

back home in Sterling, about two hours 
south of Anchorage. A Slope widow, that’s 
what women like her are called. She raised 
all four of the kids pretty much on her own. 
He made it home for each of their births, that 
part he managed. But not a whole lot else. He 
has a lot of regret over that, over thinking the 
money part was the most important thing. 
Then sometimes he wonders if they even 
wanted him there. If she did, if she does. 
She’s got her life, and he’s got his. He’s scared 
of his kids being grown now, and he thinks 
she could fade away. Or lose interest in him. 
Not really. Because he put everything in her 
name. The house, everything. So if they get 
divorced, she can’t take anything from him. 
Because she’s already got it. That, he thinks, 
is another weird one. 

It wasn’t always this way. In the begin-
ning, being a Slope worker, it made him a tall 
man. His wife would meet him at the airport 
after each hitch, bring the kids. He loved 
seeing them bouncing in the window, from 
the plane. They’d crawl all over him. Torture 
him with hugs. He’d hive up. Oh, it was all 
right. It made me feel like a rock star.

In those early days, when he was still in 
his twenties, he reunited with his own father, 
Ray, his namesake, who had taken o≠ when 
he was a kid. They even worked on the same 
rig together for a little while. They were just 
starting to gel as adults. It was a chance to get 
some answers maybe, to understand some of 
the bad shit that left him with hives. Maybe 
his dad saw what was going on back then. 
But by now his dad was deep into alcohol 
and drugs. One day, TooDogs got a call. “I’m 
at the end of my rope,” his dad said. TooDogs 
tried to get over there, but it was too late. I 
found him. Oh yeah. You open the door and 
you feel life go through you. I knew he was 
gone. I mean, like, hair standing on end. I 
felt my hair blowing back. His spirit was 
bouncing around in there pretty severely. I 
found him in the bedroom. Shot himself right 
through the head. So.

TooDogs started running pretty hard af-
ter that. The Slope was safe. To him, it was, 
and is, one of the best lives a guy could have. 
Things break, you fix them. It’s all hands on. 
It’s all workable. Being married is hard. All 
the touchy-feely. Way hard. I can love, but I 
have to work at it real hard. Because love is a 
touching deal. The kind of love on a rig is eas-
ier. He thinks he’s probably a better father to 
the roughnecks than he is to his own kids. I 
regret leading a double life. I do regret that.

The worst part about the detox place, 
where he stayed for thirty days after the an-
gel came, was he had to hug everyone. Ev-
ery morning, they made him go around and 
hug. The weird thing was he started to like 
it. I was raw. I was a newborn kid. For the 
first time in his life, he found the courage to 
touch people. To this day, he still touches ev-
erything. Everything. Like if he walks by a 
tree, he has to feel the bark, or even just like 
a mailbox or a big fleshy sunflower. He has 
to touch. 

He is working on being touched, but re-
ally, he’s not optimistic.  

He didn’t use health insurance to pay for 
detox. He figured it wouldn’t stick if someone 
else paid for it. He drained his retirement ac-
count, like $100,000, all of it in hundreds, 
put it in Baggies. He went to the dealers he 
owed, counted out more than $60,000. “Ig-
norant, ignorant, ignorant,” he said with 
each bill. He had to feel the money leave his 
hands to make everything stick.

He has been sober ever since, not a drop of 
anything in like eighteen years. He still feels 
like a piece of crap for having been a junkie. 
He’s less angry now than when he first came 
out of detox. When it got real bad, he would 
go to the rig with a sledgehammer and 
pound on the iron, just beat until he couldn’t 
beat no more, then sit down and ponder.

He has never hit a person out of anger, or 
madness, or whatever twisted shit causes 
people to beat on innocent people. It has to, 
he thinks, be a sickness or something that 
makes someone constantly beat on a little 
kid. There has to be forgiveness and forget-
ting. Forgetting. 

Howard Hughes couldn’t be touched. It’s 
a for-instance. It’s okay. It isn’t, but it is. The 
violence led me to become a better person. I’m 
trying to justify it. 

You can’t dwell on the past. You can’t get 
anything back. No, all you can do is improve 
yourself. Make yourself into a better person. 
He wants that severely. Severely. It’s what he 
works hardest on. Pretty much constantly. 

For years he worked out on the ice, wild-
catting. Bait boxes on sleds, dragged fifty 
miles out on the ice. He’d build the camp, 
build the rig, drill the exploration wells, 
wouldn’t leave until the ice started melting. 
He’d be gone sometimes from like November 
through May. He loved it. That sounds crazy, 
but he loved it, minus fifty, minus seventy. 
He would just stand there and think: Mother 
Nature at her finest. If he went outside with 
his hair wet, he could snap it o≠.

He discovered humility out there. He 
would stand in the cold and look up at the 
stars and say, Okay, I am a tiny piece of noth-
ing down here on a vast frozen sea. 

Life on Oooguruk, compared to wildcat-
ting, is practically vacation. Two weeks on, 
two weeks o≠, a camp like this? It’s luxury 
living. It gives him more time at home. It’s 
hard to adjust to all that time at home. He 
has a shelf in a closet. He puts his shaving 
kit on the shelf. He has one drawer. He has 
a Harley, a snowmobile, a fishing boat, a 
couple trucks. It’s hard to be a human being. 
That’s why he likes mechanical stu≠. It is all 
workable. 

With oil prices the way they are, the money 
in drilling is crazy, crazier than ever. A tool-
pusher like TooDogs could go anywhere in 
the world. There’s a rig in Khazakstan that 
wants him, another in Calgary, another in 
Sydney. It would mean long hitches again, 
being away for months at a time. 

The thing about his wife is, if she would 
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say, “Stay home,” he would. He ran it by her a 
few times. That’s what he told her, “All’s you 
have to do is give me the nod.” But she didn’t. 
She has this wave she gives him at the end 
of his fourteen days at home. “See ya!” He 
knows she’s kidding. He knows she is. It’s 
funny, he thinks. 

Am I lonely? No. Am I? Yeah. It could go 
a lot of ways. I could be lonely, but then I get 
covered up with family and I break out in 
hives. Some things a guy needs to work on.

A warming trend—we are up to minus 
twenty—can mean a blow is coming. A phase-
three blow, the most severe, means you can’t 
see a foot in front of you. Nobody goes any-
where during a phase-three, which can last 
a week or more. No one is allowed to work—
if there’s an accident, they won’t be able to 
get you out of here—so guys sit around and 
watch movies and curse the ennui. 

“There’s a good chance we’ll get stuck here 
for a few days,” TooDogs says to me.

 I make the point that getting stuck has 
been a theme this hitch. 

“It’s not always like this,” he says. 
Nothing is going right. Normally, it takes 

about thirty days to drill a well. Nearly two 
weeks into 33 and there’s no end in sight. 
Seven hours of jarring freed the drill that 
night I sat in my bait box listening, but then 
the next day, or night, or maybe day, the 
MWD, the tool that sends the signal that 
tells them which way to turn, abruptly lost 
its pulse. They lost thirty-six hours to that ca-
lamity, about $300,000 to the company. They 
pulled it up out of the earth, thousands of 
feet up, and found three small rocks lodged 
in the mechanical parts of the tool, freezing 
it up. How did the rocks get in there? 

Rod was upset. He sat the crew down in 
the conference room, put the three rocks 
on the table. “Hopefully, we’re not pumping 
rocks in our sweeps!” he bellowed.

Stubbs, who is in charge of the mud pits, 
wondered if it was his fault, looked down. 
Zach, who is in charge of Stubbs, sat there fu-
rious. They keep clean pits! TooDogs sat there 
thumping his fingers while Rod vented. He 
could see Zach seething. That kid took pride 
in his work. That kid had come far. Kids! It’s 
not their fault they come here so inexperi-
enced. Not like in his day, when you grew up 
playing with nuts and bolts. These kids start 
out here and they don’t know which way the 
fucking drill bit turns. TooDogs has to teach, 
righty-tighty, lefty-loosey. “It’s just like a beer 
bottle,” he’ll say to them. And they’re like, 
“I don’t use a screw top, I drink premium.” 
He’ll think, “Jiminy Christmas.” It had been 
a lot of work growing this crew. A lot. 

“Well, whatever you’re doing, it’s not work-
ing!” Rod went on, in the conference room. 
“Obviously it’s not working! Them rocks cost 
us a lot of money! A lot of time!” He was sort 
of making the same point over and over, sort 
of losing the guys with each repeat.

“Look, we’re not smoking anyone here,” 

TooDogs said, interrupting Rod. 
Rod looked at him. Well, yes, he was smok-

ing someone. Or he was trying to. There was 
a pause, a tilting of heads, two parents trying 
to get their act together. “A lesson learned,” 
TooDogs said. “Everyone step it up. Take the 
time you need to do your job right, all the 
way, full on, nobody cutting corners on noth-
ing. That’s for everybody in this room.”

“A lesson learned,” Rod said, retreating.
Nothing is going right. It won’t matter 

for long. They will all leave soon, if the blow 
doesn’t come, and a new crew will come, and 
the problems will continue, or not continue, 
the drill will go on turning, or not turning, 
until they come back in two weeks and con-
tinue drilling, or not. This hole, the next hole, 
the next hole, pick the rig up and move it to 
another oil field, another set of holes, there is 
no finishing, never an ending, on a rig.

One evening in the dining hall, there ap-
pears the beauty of prime rib. Prime rib 
means: Sunday. It’s a Slope-wide tradition, 
every dining hall, every camp. It is about 
the only certain time marker. Sunday gets 
people thinking of Wednesday, change-out 
day, going home. Prime rib has a way of re-
minding people of time again, of something 
on the horizon.

“Drink beer, drink whiskey, chase women, 
go out in the woods and kill stu≠” is how one 
of the guys describes his time home after 
leaving the Slope. 

“Keep yourself alive, that’s it.”
“Yup.”
“Instead of trying to fit everything into a 

weekend and feeling like hell till the middle 
of the week, we get to spread it out.”

“That’s where we’re lucky.”
“Yup.”
When he goes home, Turtle’s plan forward 

is to buy a new motorcycle, his third. (He will 
drive it out of the dealership in Wasilla and 
immediately get a speeding ticket.) Kung 
Fu is going to visit his dad in Sacramento, 
a somewhat scary notion, seeing as Sacra-
mento is where he was fixing to locate Lords 
of Liberty Motorcycle Militia, his strip-club/
meth-lab. A lot of memories there. (He will 
end up back in jail with his face bashed in, 
but proudly, not his teeth.) Stubbs has no big 
plans except for helping Angela, his fiancée 
and the first woman who didn’t steal his 
money, take care of the seven mentally dis-
turbed people in their home. “They have dis-
orderments,” Stubbs tells me. “They think 
they see shit. You try to make them happy.” 
Other than that, Stubbs will hang out at Go 
Cash Bingo, where no alcohol is served and 
where he plays seventy-two cards for $14. 
(He will continue an eight-month losing 
streak.) Andy plans some quality time with 
his fiancée, who is game for anything, who 
will most definitely come with him to hang 
out with Jason at Humpy’s bar, where, hope-
fully, the waitress wearing a harness carry-
ing Jell-O shots will o≠er to suck and blow, 

which Jason will more than gladly partake 
of, many times over. “Suck me! Blow me! On 
your knees!” Jason will get more than roar-
ing drunk, and so will Andy, but Andy will 
hold it better. (Andy will plan a bachelor 
party, a weekend of gambling and topless 
girls in Vegas. Jason will hope to attend, but 
his wife will nix that plan.)

TooDogs doesn’t know. He’s eager to leave 
but not eager to go home. The Slope is the 
only place he feels he has any control. “It’s 
good to have that, good for a person to have 
a place he can go to feel safe. But what a 
fucked-up place to feel safe.”

The king salmon aren’t in yet, so he won’t 
take out his boat. Lately, he’s been staying an 
extra night in Anchorage, to detune before 
driving home. He likes to shop. He loves to 
shop. He likes to people-watch. His daugh-
ter is graduating high school, and he’ll go to 
her graduation and clap. Pretty soon there 
will be a free bedroom in his house, and he 
dreams of turning it into a man cave. He’s 
picturing tongue and groove, probably like a 
herringbone pattern? Abstract shapes. He’s 
thinking a desk. A stereo. Probably a couch. 
Plus his knickknacks, a collection of animal 
skulls, a collection of crystal balls. 

The main thing everyone cares about, ever 
since prime rib, is the blow. Getting stuck 
on the island. But the blow doesn’t come. 
The night before change-out, du≠el bags get 
piled in the hallway by the mudroom, sym-
bols of freedom. My flight out of Deadhorse 
is earlier than the others’; the van driver tells 
me to be ready at 4:30 a.m.

TooDogs gets up early to say good-bye. “I 
figured I might as well come out,” he says. 
He o≠ers to carry my stu≠. “Looks like you’re 
free,” he says, standing in the mudroom. 

“Looks like you are, too,” I tell him.
He says it’s no big deal. He says it’s all 

workable. “I’m a machine,” he says. “It’s what 
I am.”

I have learned not to argue. He sits with 
me while I wait for the van driver. The mud-
room is utterly quiet this time of day, no one 
in here banging locker doors or kicking o≠ 
boots. Just the buzz of fluorescent lights 
overhead and the faint sound of TooDogs 
thumping his fingers on the bench. He’s al-
ready dressed for his day of travel, wearing 
clean blue Carhartts, same hunt hard 
cap. 

“A loving family is way better than any-
thing you can create up here,” he says finally. 
“I did make that clear, right?”

I tell him I think so. I tell him there’s a 
kind of love up here, too, though. 

“I’m talking about a real family,” he says. 
“You know what I mean. Gawd, woman.”

“All right.”
“But I can only handle this one,” he says. 

“Does that make any sense? It’s not a bad 
thing. It’s kind of sad. But not.”

I look at him, nod. He’s clean-shaven for 
the first time I’ve seen, the stubble notice-
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ably absent. He trimmed his mustache.
“What time did you get up?” I ask. “You’re 

all clean.”
He says he did laundry. He watched a 

fishing show. He listened to Clint Black. 
“Do you know what the life expectancy is 

of a roughneck after they retire? Did I tell 
you about that?”

I tell him no, we didn’t cover that.
“They give up,” he says. “Two old guys I 

worked with didn’t get their first retirement 
checks. Both just up and died before the first 
check came.”

 We sit in that thought for a moment.
“I’m thinking: broken heart,” he says.
He shrugs, continues thumping his 

fingers. I cut him o≠ before he can say it 
doesn’t matter, that it’s all workable.

“That’s not workable,” I say. 
“No,” he says. “That’s the whole deal. It’s 

not.” 
We say good-bye. He calls to make sure I 

get home safely, apologizing for worrying: 
“That’s just the way I roll.” Days go by, weeks, 
a few more hitches. He gets a big job o≠er, 
a chance to be company man, just like Rod, 
except o≠ on rigs all over the world. He feels 
like he’d be abandoning his children if he left 
the island. He feels, on the other hand, like 
he’d be improving himself.

On the last day of his last hitch on Ooogu-
ruk, he pulls Turtle aside. “I didn’t think 
much of you when you started,” he says to 
Turtle. “But you’re turning into a real good 
floor hand.” Turtle recoils, nearly weeps, 
then leans in for a hug. TooDogs hesitates, 
takes an exhausted breath, but finally opens 
his arms and cradles Turtle’s head. “This is a 
rig,” TooDogs says. “My God, this is just sup-
posed to be a rig.”

jeanne marie laskas is a gq 
correspondent.

RUNOVER


