	"He said, do you want to work on the carbonates in the Chicxulub Impact Crater? And my jaw dropped and I was like – Oh, of course!" – StoryCorps Archive, Tales from the Deep: Stories of Scientific Ocean Drilling



Laura Guertin:
Hello, my name is Laura Guertin and I was an Onboard Outreach Officer for Expedition 390 in the South Atlantic Transect.
Mike Whalen:
My name is Mike Whalen. I was a land-based scientist for IODP, the International Ocean Discovery Program, Expedition 364 to the Chicxulub Impact Crater.
Laura Guertin:
Mike, you mentioned you were a land-based scientist or a shore-based scientist. Could you share a little bit more, what exactly does that mean to be shore-based for an expedition?
Mike Whalen:
Sure. Because they're doing a lot more of these mission-specific platforms that don't involve the drill ship, they can only take a limited number of scientists out on these platforms. They could only take 10 on the one that they used for this expedition. And so they can't do most of the work that they usually do on the JR because they just don't have the lab space and they don't have the equipment to do all of that stuff. So they built this special lab in Bremen, Germany, to basically reproduce everything that is done shipboard. And so all the work that we did in Bremen was referred to as shipboard work, and we acted just as if we were on the ship, except we were staying in hotels and eating in restaurants, but we had 12 hour shifts and they held a crossover meeting in between shifts to communicate what was going on between the two different groups and basically did everything as you would have on the ship.
Laura Guertin:
So you had freedom to walk around and great internet access and cell phone service.
Mike Whalen:
Yeah, exactly. It was a little bit busier than being actually at sea, but still had to do that 12 hours a day.
Laura Guertin:
To be a shore-based scientist, is it a similar application process for people that go out on a MSP, a mission-specific platform or the JOIDES Resolution? Did you apply specifically to be a shore-based scientist?
Mike Whalen:
Well, when the project got funded, basically all the PIs were considered part of the expedition. I didn't apply specifically to be shore-based, but it was a good thing that I did because I broke my ankle about a couple of weeks before they went to sea. And so I was sitting...
Laura Guertin:
You're kidding!
Mike Whalen:
Nasty broken ankle.
Laura Guertin:
Oh no.
Mike Whalen:
Waiting around for them to send me drilling reports and things like that.
Laura Guertin:
Yes. I'm curious about that. So you're home, and home for you with Alaska, correct? Right. And you're home in Alaska with your broken ankle. And could you talk a little bit about what happens while they're collecting that core material? Were you getting updates? Were you refreshing your browser to see if there were any website updates as they were out there collecting material?
Mike Whalen:
Basically, I would just get an email every day with the drilling report. And so they have to submit a report at the end of the day. And because they weren't actually splitting the core, they weren't even opening the liners. They were just looking at the butt ends of the cores as they brought things up just to get an idea of what they were seeing. And while I was home, I started getting all of these reports about them encountering sand, and they were encountering this about at that level that we were expecting to hit the boundary or to hit some impact related rocks and just couldn't figure out where all of this sand was coming from because they had drilled for two days and were seeing nothing but sand. And eventually they started hitting some coarser material, which did turn out to be impact-related rocks. And so what we had been seeing was just a fine-grained impact breccia that was slowly settling out of the water after the impact event. There was a lot of it.
Laura Guertin:
You mentioned that after the core material, then it was collected in the Gulf of Mexico, it went to Bremen, Germany, to their core facility. You mentioned it duplicates the labs that are on vessels that are at sea. How many scientists were there? Where were they from?
Mike Whalen:
They basically have all of the same labs in Bremen that they have on the ship, which includes physical properties labs, and they have x-ray fluorescent scanners, and they take nice photos of the core, and that's all uploaded on a computer. And you have access to a whole big screen that you can look at all this stuff while you're looking at the core that comes out. And we didn't cut the core ourselves. That was done by the people at the facility in Bremen, but we were basically the first people to see this core that was being split. And I was the head of the visual core inspection team for the sedimentary part of the core. So I started working on the core near the bottom of the breccia and worked our way up and all the way through the entire core describing everything that we could see.
Laura Guertin:
And how long were you in Bremen working on this core material?
Mike Whalen:
A little bit over, a little bit over a month
Laura Guertin:
Versus the typical research expeditions are about two months long with the International Ocean Discovery Program. What were your specific research interests in this particular expedition? What was it about this core material that really intrigued you and where you wanted to be a part of this?
Mike Whalen:
Well, I mean, everybody's obviously very interested in what's happening right above the boundary and what it's telling us about the impact event and the killing mechanisms and things like that. But my interest also extend into the entire sedimentary sequence in the Gulf of Mexico. I had previously worked on a core that was drilled by the International Continental Drilling Program back in 2001 was housed down at the University of Mexico City and went down there several times to log that core and was able to come up with a detailed sequence stratigraphic interpretation. So I wanted to see how that held up as we come over to this additional core and seeing a little bit more detail. I probably in this core.
Laura Guertin:
Now, you've mentioned Chicxulub a couple of times already, and I can see because we're recording in Zoom, I can see you get animated. I can see your eyes light up. And you mentioned being some of the first people to see the core when it was cut and Bremen. And as geologists, we know Chicxulub is the impact crater with dinosaurs, and it's something that we've heard about for a long time, and I think all geologists get a little excited and geek out a little bit when you're talking about dinosaurs and the impact crater. Were you excited to be working on this material?
Mike Whalen:
Oh yeah. It was tremendous. I mean, I first got the opportunity back in the 2001 when there was a guy here named Buck Sharpton who was an impact creator specialist who had been working at the Lunar Planetary Institute and took a position we had here in planetary geology. And he walked into the mail room one day and looked at me and said, "do you want to work on the carbonates in the Chicxulub impact crater?" And my jaw dropped and I just said, of course. So he gave me the opportunity to go down to Mexico City and we were the first ones to work on that core. But at that point, there were a lot of big name scientists down there, Jan Smit and Gerta Keller, and all those people that are all warring over the boundary and things like that. And so I decided I was going to avoid the boundary for the most part and work on the rest of the core since I'm a carbonate sedimentologist by trade. And that was really my interest. It was in understanding what was going on with the Yucatan carbonate platform after this major impact event,.
Laura Guertin:
You were part of this expedition, which took place back in 2016. We're now recording this in 2024. Are you still working on this material? Are there still more research questions you're asking and discoveries you're making?
Mike Whalen:
Yeah, there's lots to do. I mean, it's a pretty tremendous core. It was about a hundred percent core recovery. So we have a very good record of the sedimentation after the impact event. I've got a student that finished up a couple of years ago and we're just finishing up a manuscript based on her master's thesis, and that's hopefully going to be submitting that fairly soon. I have another student that's working on the Eocene portion of the core, and we just cut 40 thin section chips to send off for my class that's advanced strat/sed class. They're going to be looking at portions of the breccia and trying to identify all of the sedimentary clasts and the breccia, and we'll want to try to get good inventory of what's in those sedimentary clasts to get an understanding for what was in the target rocks.
Laura Guertin:
And I think that's a wonderful part about these materials that come up from the ocean floor is that it's not just the scientists that are officially part of the expedition, whether they're on the ship or on shore, that there's so many opportunities for people to continue to participate. You're having graduate students that are writing thesis and dissertations from it. Your sed/strat class, is that an undergraduate class that's working on this material?
Mike Whalen:
It's a grad class.
Laura Guertin:
It's a grad class. Okay. What an opportunity for them,
Mike Whalen:
Yeah. It's going to be fun.
Laura Guertin:
You keep mentioning core in the singular. So this is just one core that was drilled during the expedition?
Mike Whalen:
Well, they drilled one hole. I mean, they kind of refer each piece of core as a core. So yeah, they only drilled one actual hole.
Laura Guertin:
Was there a need for a second hole? Is there more questions? We have more material?
Mike Whalen:
Sure. We actually had intended to drill a second hole further away from the peak ring where there was a much expanded sedimentary succession, especially probably in the Paleocene. The Paleocene that we got was about 10 meters thick for about 10 million years. So a meter per million years is very slow sedimentation. And so we were hoping to get this more expanded section that we can see in the seismic a little bit further away from the top of the peak ring. So there is actually another IODP proposal that's in at this point. It's being considered. We'll see these proposals take many years to make it through the system.
Laura Guertin:
I'm wondering if you could spend a minute talking a little bit about being a shore-based scientist. Because one of the challenges I see when I'm doing outreach, to whether it be elementary school students or high school students or even undergraduate students, that there's this misunderstanding that you have to be on the ocean in order to do ocean research. Or if you want to be considered a marine scientist, then you have to go out to sea. You have to know how to swim, you have to know how to SCUBA dive, all of these things that are these invisible barriers that students put up to be able to make some amazing discoveries and advance our knowledge about the ocean. And you did not go on the water for this expedition; yet, you are contributing to our volume of knowledge around Chicxulub. Could you talk a little bit about that and just emphasizing that it's not necessary to go out to sea to still be a part of this ocean research community?
Mike Whalen:
Yeah, I mean, I've been working on marine rocks all of my career, and I've never been to sea. So it just sort of depends on what your interests are. But there are going to be a lot more of these mission-specific platforms where they can't take a whole lot of scientists out to sea because they're just using much smaller vessels and things. So I think there's going to be more call for shore-based scientists in the future for IODP. So yeah, it's a viable option for anybody that wants to get into this kind of research.
Laura Guertin:
Certainly you have the opportunity to go out to sea, but there's plenty of material for us to still work on land. And where is this Chicxulub core material right now? You went to Bremen?
Mike Whalen:
Yeah, they had it in Bremen for I believe, a little over a year, and then it went back down to College Station to Texas A&M.
Laura Guertin:
And that's available for any scientists,
Mike Whalen:
Some parts of the core, there's not a whole lot left. We used alot of it, but we have to leave some. I think they have to, by agreement, we have to leave at least a quarter of the core there. So.
Laura Guertin:
Even more reason to go back out and collect more core material in the same spot. Right? Thanks for the conversation today, Mike.
Mike Whalen:
Well, sure, Laura, I appreciate your interest.
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