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The Exxon Valdez was sailing through Prince William Sound, carrying 
millions of gallons of oil. Suddenly, the third mate called to the captain, 
“I think we’re in serious trouble!” The giant tanker had crashed into a 
rocky reef. Sticky black oil was now gushing into the water.

Millions of fish, seabirds, otters, and other animals were in danger. 
People’s food supplies and fishing jobs were threatened. In the days that 
followed, thousands of volunteers hurried to Alaska. Heroic rescuers 
worked long hours to save the sound and its wildlife. Yet it would take 
more than three years to clean up one of the worst oil spills in U.S. history.
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Serious Trouble
It was just after midnight on Friday, March 24, 1989. 

The giant oil tanker Exxon Valdez was sailing through 
Prince William Sound.

Three hours earlier, the huge ship had left the port  
of Valdez, Alaska. It was carrying 53 million gallons  
(201 million liters) of oil to Long Beach, California.

The Exxon Valdez is 987 feet (301 m) long and 166 feet (50.5 m) 
wide. It is about as long as three football fields.



�

Suddenly, Third Mate Gregory Cousins called the 
captain. “I think we’re in serious trouble!” said Cousins.

His words could not have been more true. While 
turning, the tanker had crashed into a rocky reef. The 
accident had ripped open eight huge oil tanks on board. 
Sticky black oil was now gushing into the sound.

The Trans-Alaska Pipeline

The.town.of.Valdez.is.at.the.end.of..
the.Trans-Alaska.Pipeline.System...
The.pipeline.carries.oil.800.miles.
(1,287.km).across.Alaska..Tankers.
then.pick.up.the.oil.in.Valdez.and..
bring.it.to.other.U.S..cities.



A Race Against Time
Around 1:05 Friday morning, Dan Lawn’s phone rang. 

Lawn worked for Alaska’s Department of Environmental 
Conservation. For him, the news of the spill was a 
nightmare. Lawn knew it would be a race against time 
to clean up the oil. Millions of animals would soon be in 
danger.

Before.the.Valdez.accident,.Lawn.
had.told.the.government.that.a.major.
oil.spill.was.likely..Unfortunately,.his.
warnings.were.ignored.

�



Each spring, flocks of birds migrate to Prince William 
Sound. Bald eagles soar over the shore. Fish, sea otters, and 
whales swim through the chilly water. Few of them could 
survive such a deadly spill.

By 3:40 a.m., Lawn’s speedboat had reached the tanker. 
“The oil was just rolling out of the bottom,” he recalled.

�

Animals that live in Prince 
William Sound depend on the 
water for homes and food.
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