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May 7
April 20

Timeline of Events
Related to the BP Oil Spill
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BP lowers a 125-ton
container dome over the
largest well leak with the
intention of piping the oil
to a storage container on
the surface.

April 30

At 9:45 p.m. (CDT), gas, oil, and
concrete explode onto the deck of
the Deepwater Horizon rig from the
wellbore and catch fire. The explosion
kills 11 workers and injures 17 others.

Oil comes ashore at
Venice, Louisiana.
Governor Riley of
Alabama and Governor
Barbour of Mississippi
declare a state of
emergency.

April 25
BP sends two floating rigs
to drill two relief wells.

2010

May 6
An oil sheen is discovered in
the south Chandeleur Islands.

May

April

April 21

Hyundai Heavy Industries in South Korea builds the
Deepwater Horizon rig and delivers it to its site in
2000. The rig goes into operation in 2001. The rig can
operate in water over 8,000 feet and to a maximum
drill depth of 30,000 feet.

Coast Guard Rear Admiral Mary Landry is
named the federal on-scene coordinator.
Coast Guard log reports that the potential
threat of the spill is “8,000 barrels per day
of crude oil, if the well were to completely
blow out.” The log also notes that “most
of the current pollution has been mitigated
by the fire.”

April 29
Governor Jindal
of Louisiana and
Governor Crist of
Florida declare a state
of emergency.

President Obama makes his first
visit to the Gulf Coast. He travels by
plane, car, and helicopter to reach
Venice, Louisiana. Interior Secretary
Ken Salazar tells CNN, “Our job
basically is to keep the boot on the
neck of British Petroleum.”

April 22
The Deepwater Horizon sinks. Coast Guard
Petty Officer Ashley Butler says, “Oil was
leaking from the rig at the rate of about
8,000 barrels of crude per day.”
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n April 2010, Professor Geoffrey Hill of
Auburn University’s Department of Biological
Sciences took his ornithology class on an annual
field trip to Dauphin Island. “As always,” he said,
“the Gulf Coast was spectacularly beautiful. Blue
surf pounded the brilliant white sand as flocks of
birds settled and took off. The bird diversity was so
great I scarcely had time to call out the species that
paraded before us.” The class watched snowy plovers, as ghostly gray as the dunes, run between the
tufts of sea oats. They marveled at a reddish egret,
wings spread for balance, dancing a ballet as it
pursued baitfish in the shallows. The class laughed
while least terns screamed and chased before they
plunged from twenty feet into three inches of
water, more often than not coming up with a fish.
Five hundred miles away and 178 Aprils before,
another ornithologist, John James Audubon
(1785–1851), looked out on the Gulf of Mexico
from the Florida Keys and set down in words
his impressions:

by Scott Bishop,
Barry Fleming, and
Geoffrey Hill
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May 10
BP announces a new strategy
involving a containment vessel;
the plan is dubbed “top hat.”

May 9
BP announces another
strategy, dubbed “junk
shot”; it involves pushing
mud and debris such as
shredded tires into the
leak to clog it.
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May 15
The Coast Guard and
the EPA authorize
use of dispersants
underwater at the
source of the leak.

Ornithology through Audubon’s Scientific Lens
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BP reports that because methane freezes at the top
of the container dome, the dome will not work. Tar
balls wash ashore on Alabama’s Dauphin Island.
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2000–2001

Magnificent
and Fragile
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With what delightful feeling did we gaze on
the objects around us!—the gorgeous flowers,
the singular and beautiful plants, the luxuriant
trees. The birds which we saw were almost
all new to us: their lovely forms appeared to
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Above: (left to right) Geoffrey Hill, Scott Bishop,
and Barry Fleming.
Opposite page: Detail of figure 3 on page 43.

be arrayed in more brilliant apparel than I
had ever seen before, and as they fluttered
in happy playfulness among the bushes, or
glided over the light green waters, we longed
to form a more intimate acquaintance with
them [1, p. 451].
Audubon’s intention was to study the birds’ habits, sketch their living forms, and then shoot them 39
so he could study them more closely, measuring
wingspans, legs, beaks, and feathers. His ultimate
goal was to paint life-sized portraits of every bird
and to have the paintings transferred to handcolored, engraved prints for publication in his book
The Birds of America.
Audubon’s name is familiar, if only because it
appears in the name of the National Audubon
Society, which was founded by George Bird
Grinnell (1849–1938) in memory of John James
Audubon and his wife, Lucy (1787–1874). Lucy
was Grinnell’s tutor years after J. J. Audubon’s
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Bill Walton

Revitalizing the Gulf
Community by Strengthening
the Oyster Industry
by Katie Jackson
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As Gulf Coast communities struggle to rebuild
their economies after the BP oil spill, the oyster
may well be the phoenix of the recovery, rising from the ashes of the spill. At least that’s the
view of Bill Walton, an assistant professor in the
Department of Fisheries and Allied Aquacultures.
Walton is stationed at Auburn University’s Marine
Extension and Research Center in Mobile and specializes in marine invertebrate fisheries, restoration,
and aquaculture. He is helping the oyster industry
rise from the ashes of the spill.
Walton joined the lab’s staff in January 2009,
arriving in Alabama from Massachusetts with
big plans to strengthen the state’s oyster industry. In his dual role as a researcher in the College
of Agriculture and specialist for the Alabama
Cooperative Extension System, he immediately set
to work establishing research and outreach efforts
to build this industry.
Then the oil began to spill.

59

Almost immediately, Walton’s job shifted from
aquaculture researcher to oil-spill biologist. He
spent his days (and nights) trying to answer questions about how the oil, dispersants, and spill-related activities would affect oysters and other seafood
species. Three of his oyster research sites, located in
waters off the Mobile and Baldwin County shorelines, were also used to monitor and document the

day-to-day impacts of the oil spill on oysters.
Today, however, Walton’s days are once again
focused on building an oyster industry rather than
surviving a catastrophe, giving him a sense of hope
for the industry he bases in part on the resiliency
of Alabama oysters: “So far we are relieved to say
that we have not observed any ill effects in oysters
from the spill,” says Walton. Testing indicates

that concentrations of oil or other spill-related
pollutants are below or barely above detectable
levels and thus are far below levels of concern.
What’s more, Walton’s research indicates that
the growth and survival rates of oysters were not
affected by the spill. That said, Walton points out
that ongoing research and testing will monitor any
long-term effects.

