

[image: image]





Eco Barons

The Dreamers, Schemers, and Millionaires Who Are Saving Our Planet

Edward Humes

[image: image]






To Donna








A man, after he has brushed off the dust and chips of his life, will have left only the hard, clean questions: Was it good or was it evil? Have I done well—or ill?

—JOHN STEINBECK, EAST OF EDEN
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INTRODUCTION


the plan—buy low, sell never



The little Cessna darted out from under the clouds and Doug Tompkins got his first glimpse of Reñihue Fjord, a misty blue gem in southern Chile, where the longest country in the world is pencil thin and the snow-capped Andes tumble toward the sea like an army finishing a long march. A colony of seals basking on the fjord’s rocky beach lifted their heads skyward to bellow at the passing plane as Tompkins banked inland, away from the sparse ranch that occupied the brown and narrow coastal flats. Now he was over a majestic river valley, woods seemingly untouched by saw, ax, or torch, and though he was not a religious man, it was impossible not to think of fabled Eden in this damp and glorious setting, the world’s last intact temperate rain forest. Everywhere he looked, a raw, primordial wilderness filled his senses. Wet, sun-dappled, mysterious, it was colored in shades of green and blue not even Rousseau imagined for his most vivid jungle canvases—colors lit from within and pulsing with life so deep they seemed of another world.

Tompkins’s world was a very different one, the world of industry and commerce, of image over substance—the fashion business. Between 1970 and 1989, he had built a catalog of knockoff clothes into a distinctive brand, and then had made the brand into a symbol of what people yearned to be, and then he had become an icon himself, a personification of his company, the hottest label of the era: Esprit. That made him a visionary, or so people said, a perception he encouraged by titling himself “image director” instead of CEO. But now it was 1990 and his company was in turmoil, his marriage had been destroyed, and the pride he had always taken in his craft had long since ebbed. Cruising now above a turquoise river twisting through virgin forest, Tompkins found himself wondering, not for the first time, just what the hell he had been thinking all those years he spent deciding what color socks teenage girls would wear, or how tight or low-cut their jeans would be next fall. Accolades and success in the world of fashion didn’t seem to mean much here in the heart of Patagonia, the lush southern third of the South American continent, named by Magellan for the Patagons, mythical giants he swore lived there. Patagonia remains one of the last completely wild big places left on earth, home to sleek, elusive pumas and tiny pudu—rare deer scarcely bigger than poodles—and 3,600-year-old alerce trees, towering cousins to California’s sequoias. The tallest alerces still standing are among the oldest organisms on earth. They bore witness to the rise of civilization. And like every other wild thing in Patagonia, they are in danger.

Tompkins had been an outdoorsman all his life: a daring white-water kayaker; a skier with aspirations to compete in the Olympics; a serious mountain climber who once spent four weeks holed up in an ice cave with four buddies, waiting out an epic storm until they could finally blaze a new trail to the summit. That had been in Patagonia, too, twenty-two years and a lifetime ago, and ever since, he had always built into his business model three, four, or five months in the wild somewhere. MBA, he called it: managing by absence. He had done it when Esprit was little more than a young married couple in San Francisco selling flowery hippie dresses out of their station wagon in 1970, and he had done it as CEO of a billion-dollar global fashion empire. More often than not, with the whisper of an ancient forest and the pelting drumbeat of rain so frequent it has to be measured in meters, the wild place that called to him was Patagonia. He understood what Pablo Neruda, Chile’s Nobel laureate poet, meant in writing, “Anyone who hasn’t been in the Chilean forest doesn’t know this planet.”

For years, Tompkins had tried to nurture his inner environmentalist through his business. He regularly wrote checks to respectable conservation groups. He built an urban park near Esprit’s headquarters in San Francisco, a splash of green and transplanted redwoods beloved by the neighborhood’s kids and dog owners. There were the essays he slipped into the company catalogs, urging people to embrace healthier lifestyles, recycle more, consume less. And when his old mountain-climbing buddy, the founder of the clothing company Patagonia, called him in 1988 and asked him to chip in to buy and preserve some fast-vanishing Chilean forest land, he impulsively agreed. Tompkins’s $50,000 helped bankroll a nature preserve filled with endangered araucaria trees,1 towering evergreens with a whimsical Dr. Seuss look, commonly called the monkey puzzle tree. Just like that, a park was born instead of a field of stumps. No red tape. No bureaucrats weighing commercial interests against the environment—the sort of lobbyist-driven balancing act that had turned whole swaths of the United States’ protected national forests into lucrative fiefdoms for timber, mining, and oil concerns. Six thousand miles south, however, it seemed all you had to do was write a check, and it was done. No one would ever cut down those araucaria, living fossils that have survived as a recognizable species since the age of the dinosaurs, impervious to all threats but one: the age of man.


Suddenly it seemed so clear to Tompkins. He had been on the wrong side too long, running a global fashion business with factories in Hong Kong, boutiques and superstores worldwide, and offices in a dozen countries. He shipped clothes all over the earth, using artful images and beautiful models to persuade people to consume things they didn’t need, then eagerly replace them each season with new things before the old were even close to worn out. He had tried to compensate with his donations and his essays, but Esprit was never going to be green or sustainable or good for the earth, and neither was Tompkins—so long as he was part of it. And so, amid crises and takeover bids at Esprit, as the vulture investors circled and his empire of image began to collapse, he rounded up a few close friends and, with no explanation beyond his need to get away for an adventure, they flew to Patagonia in a pair of small planes. Tompkins’s company and his marriage were besieged and yet, as the Chilean rain forests slid by beneath his plane, his friends could see that he looked happier than they’d seen him in years.

Before leaving San Francisco, he had called the Chile-based activist who brokered the deal to save the araucaria trees, and Tompkins gleaned the piece of information that would change his life: A lot more of Patagonia could still be bought cheap. Old-growth forests could be had for as little as twelve dollars an acre, and one such area was Reñihue. When Tompkins completed his flyover and started talking to a real estate agent, he found that a broken-down ranch next to the fjord, along with all its spectacular surroundings, was for sale. The seller would even throw in the cattle. He could have 24,700 acres for $600,000.

Tompkins tried to keep a poker face: $600,000? You couldn’t buy a condo in San Francisco for that kind of money. In Chile—remote, beautiful, wild Patagonian Chile—$600,000 would buy him nearly forty square miles. Hell, the whole city of San Francisco was only forty-seven square miles. In what kind of crazy upside-down world was a tiny three-bedroom piece of the paved-over, used-up urban landscape of San Francisco worth more than the most beautiful wilderness on earth?

“What about the volcano?” Tompkins asked. In the distance, visible from the ranch house, stood the cone of the dormant 8,000-foot volcano Michinmáhuida, snowcapped and heavily forested.

“That’s included, too, señor.” And there were many more areas on the market right next door and up and down the coast, the agent added. The deposed Chilean dictator Augusto Pinochet’s cronies had bought up the land years ago, trusting the old tyrant to develop Patagonia with roads and factories and thereby enrich his friends. Now Pinochet was out and facing indictment, and land newly deemed worthless was priced to move. “It’s all for sale.”

His own volcano—it was almost too much to grasp. You couldn’t preserve even the tiniest parcel for that kind of money in the United States, but here the possibilities were endless. Tompkins was in his fifties, his hair gone silver, his face weathered, but he still had time. If he sold his interest in Esprit, the millions he’d earn could have a huge impact. He could buy more land than he had ever imagined, with plenty left over to stir up some trouble at home, too. He might finally endow that foundation he had long coveted. He could publish books, run full-page ads in The New York Times, dole out grants to environmental groups. And in Chile, he could buy paradise. He could save paradise. He could live in paradise.

Here, near the bottom of the world, the fashion mogul saw a microcosm for all of humanity’s environmental ills—and a laboratory for finding ways to fix them. The big threats were all here: destruction of forests and habitats, dying rivers and ocean coasts, topsoil erosion, brutal extraction of resources and energy without regard for life or landscape. There were displaced populations, lost cultures, and mass extinctions already under way—not just of rare animals but of critical species that pollinate crops, control pests, and clean the air—a rate of dying out that hasn’t been seen in 65 million years, when the once-dominant dinosaurs perished. Underlying it all, there was the inexorable creep of climate change and an utter unwillingness of leaders and populations to confront it in a meaningful, honest way. In Patagonia, as in the United States and throughout the world, nature was under siege as never before, though the difference was that most of Patagonia could still be saved. For Tompkins the issue was no longer about saving a snail darter or a spotted owl; it was about preserving a viable world for his children and grandchildren. It was about averting a disaster of man’s own making—one he had been heedlessly helping along for twenty years. His CEO’s outsize ego would be channeled in a new direction: doing penance.

He would be making the ultimate flip-flop, from global capitalist to anticonsumerism ecologist. Inevitably there would be opposition once his intentions became clear—he could foresee being called an arrogant gringo, a colonizer, an environmental extremist, a hypocrite who had made his own millions but wanted Chileans to forgo progress and remain peasants. This was an age-old response. Buying land to exploit it, pave it, mine it, or build on it was welcome everywhere from Jackson Hole, Wyoming, to Tierra del Fuego at the tip of South America, but preserving it…that was suspect and subversive. Sixty years earlier in Wyoming, mobs had burned John D. Rockefeller Jr. in effigy when he proposed protecting the land that eventually became Grand Teton National Park. Now they would go to war against anyone who tried to take it away. At Esprit, Tompkins knew, his colleagues and employees would think he had lost his mind. But he thought he had finally found himself.

He made the deal that same day. Reñihue—pronounced, coincidentally and appropriately, “rainy way”—was his. And soon Esprit was a memory and he was living half the year on the fjord, holed up in a tiny cabin with no electricity or phone, working to restore the ranch, working with his hands, pulling stumps, preaching the virtues of a local economy in lieu of a global economy. And he acquired more land, a great deal more land. There, in the first piece of an empire-to-be, he began a new life of conservation and activism that would make him one of the most influential eco barons of his time—perhaps the most influential of them all.

 

There is a plan. It is audacious. It is huge. It has provoked a silent, high-stakes war that most Americans know nothing about, though it will affect every one of us and generations to come.

It is already unfolding, a secret plan to save the earth.

In an era in which government has been either broke, indifferent, or actively hostile to environmental causes, a band of visionaries—inventors, philanthropists, philosophers, grassroots activists, lawyers, and gadflies—are using their wealth, their energy, their celebrity, and their knowledge of the law and science to persuade, and sometimes force, the United States and the world to take a new direction. They use lawsuits, charitable foundations, land trusts, mass protests, armies of schoolchildren, and billions in corporate profits. They use pictures of beached whales, videos of starving polar bears, and murals of vast fields of stumps where towering pine forests once stood. They use anger and fear, and they use hope.

They are following in the tradition of Rockefeller, Carnegie, and the storied initiatives that saved Yellowstone, Yosemite and the Grand Tetons from the bulldozer and the Grand Canyon from the dams. Their goals are to save wilderness and rain forests from destruction, to slow the rising tide of mass extinctions, and to “re-wild” large swaths of land and migratory corridors where development has long intruded. They are pushing new (and old) green technologies, farming methods, and sources of energy, beginning the process of weaning the country and the world from the fossil fuels that drive global warming, whether government leaders like it or not. They seek to show, in deeds and words, that it is possible to strike a better balance between consumption and conservation and still prosper—to save the world, piece by piece, species by species, place by place.

They are the eco barons.


They are the antithesis of the robber barons of the “gilded age,” those clever and powerful railroad, land, and banking barons who used any means necessary to accumulate wealth and power—transforming an America of individual farmers and merchants into a global industrial powerhouse of prosperity. But along the way, they also laid waste to the rule of law, human rights, natural resources, and America’s vast unspoiled rivers, forests, and landscapes. Today’s eco barons, like the robber barons before them, are also accumulating vast amounts of land, building new industries while transforming old ones, pioneering new technologies, and taking advantage of legal loopholes and underused statutes. But instead of making money, these latter-day barons have vowed to save the natural environment their predecessors despoiled, and in the process to secure a better future for humankind. Some are fabulously wealthy, some live off modest paychecks even as they realize outsize ambitions—it is their impact, not their bank accounts, that makes them eco barons.

Among them are Kieran Suckling and Peter Galvin, the two former forest service employees who launched America’s most effective environmental law firm, consistently outwitting the best private, corporate and government attorneys in the world to protect millions of acres of forest and wilderness. The eco barons’ public profiles range from famed media figure Ted Turner, who owns—and has preserved—more land in the United States than any other individual American, to obscure inventor Andy Frank, a university professor who is giving the world a better, greener, cheaper way to drive. There is Terry Tamminen, once a pool cleaner, then head of California’s Environmental Protection Agency, now a sustainability consultant, who has somehow persuaded two Republican governors to create the most environmentally friendly states in the union. There is Carole Allen, a single mom and volunteer who marshaled an army of schoolchildren to shame fishing fleets into saving endangered species. And there is Roxanne Quimby, the founder of a cosmetics powerhouse, Burt’s Bees, who is fighting to preserve the great Maine Woods—an inspiration for Henry David Thoreau 150 years ago and now one of the largest forests left standing in the United States.

Then there are Doug Tompkins and his wife, Kris, the Rockefellers of their generation, the eco barons whose impact seems to reach farthest. Their network, influence, and support for green causes stretch throughout the nation and the world, sometimes highly visible, often out of sight yet exerting a profound impact on the environment and the daily lives of Americans. They try to lead by example, running ranches, resorts, private parks, organic farms, industries, and entire communities in a renewable, energy-efficient, nonpolluting, wildlife-friendly, and profitable fashion. They say America needs to follow this example in a big way, to create the conservation and energy equivalent of President Kennedy’s declaration in 1961 that the nation would reach the moon within the decade. Action for conservation and against climate change need not take a backseat to economics and national security, they argue, rejecting the very notion that there is a conflict between the two. The Tompkinses and their fellow eco barons not only say that immediate action to avert disaster is vital to security and prosperity—there are many voices in that chorus, including the new president’s—but are actually taking action, and asking the rest of the world to catch up.

And so the eco barons’ plans stretch from the majestic Chilean fjords to the Alaskan wilderness preserves, with their coveted oil reserves deep below virginal landscapes occupied by moose, polar bear, and seal. They span North America from the Everglades to the Adirondacks to Newfoundland, swamp to mountaintop to forest, and stretch westward through the plains states, the Big Sky country, and the deserts and forests of the Southwest. Those plans reach from the jade shadows of Patagonia’s vast temperate rain forest—the last one of its kind in the world, a treasure trove for conservationists and logging companies alike—to the granite peaks and riotous wildflower fields of the Tejon Ranch just north of Los Angeles, one of California’s last wild places, a magnet for biodiversity and endangered species. Developers want to build a new city out of nothing there, 75,000 people (plus malls, gas stations, and supermarkets) plunked down instantly in a pristine wilderness where some of the last California condors forage near cliffs they have occupied for thousands of years.

For decades it has been possible to say, as each new suburb, freeway, and industrial park swallowed up yet another million acres of wilderness, that there was always plenty more where that came from. Now the wild areas are running out, and irreplaceable habitats are under threat. Vital natural partners in the human ecosystem—bees and birds and old-growth trees—are being wiped out with the same certainty that there will always be more, but this certainty is misplaced. The rate of extinctions in some places has exploded. Instead of the average extinction rate—one species a year going extinct per million species alive (a rate that had persisted for many thousands of years as a normal aspect of evolution and natural selection)—some regions are seeing 1,000 times that rate of extinctions in a year. In the South American rain forests, the rate has reached 10,000 extinctions per million species a year. Entire lines of evolution, of DNA, of potential cures for diseases and food for the masses are gone. Many of the creatures that pollinate the crops we depend on are vanishing. One in eight bird species faces extinction—one in eight, gone. Turtles and other amphibians? One species in three is at risk. Three-quarters of flowering plant species, critical parts of the food chain, are also at risk. The oceans are dying, and with them the food supply for billions of people: 90 percent of the big fish—cod, tuna, and swordfish—that once swam the ocean depths are gone. This is not a natural process. It is a human one.2

There are those who wish to continue business as usual, who say that changing the way we drive, build, shop, make electricity, grow food, and cut down our forests would be too inconvenient, too disruptive, too costly. No one knows for sure what the future holds, these voices argue, so why disrupt everything when we can continue burning coal (and removing whole mountaintops to get it), when we can drill offshore for oil and get the same twenty-five miles a gallon that we got when Ronald Reagan occupied the White House and the most popular car in America was an Oldsmobile? It is tempting, especially during times of economic turmoil, to embrace such wishful thinking, to avoid the hard choices. For the first eight critical years of the twenty-first century, America was ruled by a president who thought this way, who blocked attempts to save wilderness, to protect endangered species, to reduce the greenhouse gas emissions that cause global warming, and to curb the country’s insatiable thirst for oil. Instead, the president and his allies in Congress took the opposite tack: drilling for oil in pristine wilderness areas, logging in national forests, refusing to obey environmental laws, even giving enormous tax credits to subsidize the purchase of one of the least efficient, most wasteful passenger cars ever built, the Hummer. Such a tax policy provides an unintentionally apt metaphor for America as a whole, the most wasteful nation in human history, with 5 percent of the world’s population consuming nearly 25 percent of its energy and producing 25 percent of the world’s greenhouse gases. Americans love the idea of conservation, but few of us have vigorously practiced it since World War II, when rationing was imposed. Our mass transit system is, except for pockets in the Northeast, an international joke. Our cars, our appliances, and even our lightbulbs are less efficient than those of the rest of the world. We actually waste more energy in our homes, cars, and businesses than we import in the form of foreign oil, and this is one reason why we consume nine times as much electricity per capita as the world average. We offer tax breaks, investment incentives, and direct subsidies for sprawl, pollution, and waste that far outstrip any incentives to conserve, to build smart, and to pollute less—in effect, our policies, from urban planning to homeland security, almost seem designed to encourage inefficiency and environmental degradation. Industrial agriculture receives government subsidies on a huge scale that make it cost-effective for farmers to burn the equivalent of 400 gallons of oil a year for every person fed——so that simply feeding America expends 120 billion gallons of oil a year, more than most countries consume for all purposes. Overall, America consumes 1.3 trillion gallons of oil a year, about two-thirds of it for transportation. In order to sustain this level of consumption, we transfer our wealth on an epic scale to foreign oil suppliers, a pattern that remained unchanged even though the attacks of 9/11 were financed with some of those same oil dollars. Developing nations worldwide are busily cutting and plowing over rain forests, extracting resources, and killing off species in order to feed America’s and their own growing appetite.

The new eco barons have a word for this: unsustainable.

This is another way of saying that, however uncomfortable facing up to it may be, business as usual cannot continue without incurring certain disaster. The eco barons offer a message of change—not in the3 form of rhetoric, but as a series of national and global projects that are, right now, saving parts of the planet. Acting individually and sometimes in concert, these remarkable visionaries are showing the world that nature can be nurtured; that forests can be sustainably logged; that energy efficiency and conservation can protect the environment and save enormous amounts of money; that alternative methods of farming, driving, and making electricity can enrich our lives and our bank accounts while reducing the threat of climate change. Many Americans were awakened to the severity of global warming by Al Gore’s landmark documentary An Inconvenient Truth—and despaired. The eco barons are writing the next chapter in the story, and theirs is a message of hope: The world can be saved. Civilization, society, prosperity, a good life, a stable future—all are still there for the making. The real question is not if we can, but if we will: if the world will follow the lead of the eco barons, or if the naysayers and deniers will win, with business as usual continuing until disaster is inevitable. The world as we know it—the stable sea levels, temperate weather, and ample natural resources that allowed civilization to flourish and grow—will change in a few short years if we don’t follow the eco barons’ lead. Resources will be used up. Extinctions will go out of control. Ice packs will melt and coastal regions will flood. Droughts and extreme storms will plague once temperate regions. Fuel and food supplies will shrink. And life will become very, very hard for much of the world. Soon, the eco barons say, inaction may lock us into that fate, and it will be too late.

“Sometimes, it seems it already is too late,” Doug Tompkins says. His grandest of plans, his hope to restore and reconnect wilderness areas around the world, stretches many years in the future, 100 years perhaps; it is a plan for his grandchildren and great-grandchildren to see through. He lives with the knowledge that the eco barons’ battle to save the natural world will not be won in his lifetime, though certainly he could witness it being lost. “Sometimes we despair, we see nothing changes, and we think, yes, it probably is too late. But then we keep going, because, who knows, we may be wrong.”








Part One
out of fashion



The members of this new ruling class were generally, and quite aptly, called “barons,” “kings,” “empire-builders,” or even “emperors.” They were aggressive men, as were the first feudal barons; sometimes they were lawless…. [They sought] to organize and exploit the resources of a nation upon a gigantic scale, to regiment its farmers and workers into harmonious corps of producers, and to do this only in the name of an uncontrolled appetite for private profit. Here surely is the great inherent contradiction whence so much disaster, outrage and misery has flowed.

—MATTHEW JOSEPHSON, THE ROBBER BARONS (1934)




“It is pretty hard for a country to turn down a gift of 300,000 hectares,” explains Douglas Tompkins, 64, the de facto dean of this new class of eco barons, who has spent the past decade and $US 200 million spearheading a new movement called Wildlands Philanthropy.

—SYDNEY MORNING HERALD, 2007










1.
reaching the summit




His friends say it makes perfect sense, this transition from the fashion world to saving the world. All the pieces were there for years, hiding in plain sight. Still, none of them—in some ways, not even Tompkins himself—saw it coming. The metamorphosis of the CEO of Esprit fits only in hindsight, as a journey that mirrors the changing priorities, assumptions, and points of view at the heart of many executives’ and corporations’ greener thinking in the twenty-first century—the principal difference being that Esprit’s chief image maker got there twenty years ahead of the pack.

Douglas Tompkins grew up in the village of Millbrook, New York, a Hudson Valley enclave of tree-lined roads, rolling green pastures, and large homes with horse barns and plenty of land. His ancestors arrived on the Mayflower. In 1943, when Tompkins was born into a world at war, Millbrook was already known for its moneyed inhabitants, understated country elegance, and walled estates. Today it is one of the wealthiest towns in New York state, and such diverse figures as Jimmy Cagney, Mary Tyler Moore, Katie Couric, and Timothy Leary (the apostle of LSD) have called it home.

Tompkins’s mother was a decorator and his father was in the antique business—high-end, appointment-only antique dealing, which involved combing the region for museum-quality pieces and works of art in a private plane and seeing clients in their homes and galleries. If Doug Tompkins’s flashes of warmth and gentleness, as well as his deep attraction to forests and nature, come from his soft-spoken mom, his most obvious trait—stern certitude—comes from his dad. A tough, demanding, tasteful man with a sharp eye for quality and style, the elder Tompkins expected no less from his sometimes unruly son. He presented young Doug, age ten, with a book that explained how to distinguish between good and bad specimens of Chippendale and Hepplewhite furniture—and he expected the boy to read and discuss it.

The son may have inherited the father’s eye for design and style, but the antique dealer’s traditionalist views and sense of order were another matter. The respected boarding school his parents chose for his high school years—Connecticut’s Pomfret School, whose students would include another future eco baron, Robert F. Kennedy Jr.—could not contain Tompkins. The headmaster expelled him in his senior year for rule-breaking and rebelliousness when he failed to come back after a weekend—for the tenth time. “I wasn’t great on heeding authority,” Tompkins says now, shrugging at the memory. “I’m still not too good at that.”1

At age seventeen, at the dawn of the 1960s, he gave up on high school, taking off for Colorado to ski bum, mountain climb, and go “adventuring,” as he calls it. The outdoors mattered to him most: He had started rock climbing when he was twelve in the Shawangunk Mountains, a favorite New York spot for climbers seeking a challenge, and by fifteen he was skiing and climbing mountains during family trips to Wyoming. In Aspen, he waited on tables and worked in ski shops, taking two jobs at a time during the seasonal holiday crunch, squirreling away all his money, saving for his next journey, passing himself off as older, relishing being on his own. The tips were good, but even better were the free staff lodgings, meals, and ski passes, which meant his expenses hovered near zero and the slopes were wide open to him.

After a year spent in Colorado hoarding cash, he took off for Europe, where he first climbed the Alps. Then he traipsed through the Andes in South America, making his first visit to Patagonia. Even then, eighteen and heedless, he recognized the rain forests of Chile and Argentina as special places, and he was in no hurry to leave. He stretched his money by hitchhiking, camping, and eating next to nothing while roaming the landscape. When his money finally gave out, forcing him back to the states to find more work, he did not settle back in Aspen. It was 1962, John Kennedy was the president of an America not yet tainted by assassination or Vietnam or Kent State or Watts. Where else would a young man from back East with no ties and no plans beyond making a run at the U.S. Olympic ski team go but California? He put out his thumb and headed west.

He landed on the outskirts of Tahoe City, where he found plenty of work at the ski resorts during the snowy season as a trail and mountain guide, leading to his first business venture, the California Mountaineering Service. During the summer he worked in construction or as a tree topper, taking down the big Douglas firs that were interfering with power lines and summer homes. Because the trees were so large and so close to houses, chopping them at the bottom was out of the question; tree toppers had to scale the trunks with cleats and harnesses and remove the tree piece by piece, working from the top down—difficult, dangerous, and time-consuming work, paying good money for a high school dropout.

Hitchhiking home from a job one summer day, Tompkins watched as a vivacious twenty-year-old with a blond ponytail pulled over and opened the door of her Volkswagen. Susie Russell peered out at the wiry, dark-haired Tompkins, discerning a certain rugged charm about him, though in those days, she would have offered a ride to just about any hitchhiker—everybody did back then. She was working that summer as a keno girl at the Nevada Lodge, just over the state line, where she had used a phony ID to get around the casino age restriction of twenty-one so that she could run bets and winnings back and forth from the keno tables.

Tompkins climbed in and, while introducing himself, boasted that he was a Harvard man. Russell was attractive and smart and Tompkins wanted to impress her, but he miscalculated. She had much more in common with Tompkins’s real résumé than with his imagined one. Her dad had been a well-known real estate developer and San Francisco’s betting commissioner back in the day of legal gambling parlors. Her mother, an artist, had complained about her headstrong daughter’s embrace of the counterculture and her lack of interest in college. Susie went to several top private and public high schools in San Francisco but she, like Tompkins, left high school without her diploma: Her principal at Lowell High School said she would not be welcome at graduation because she had been “too wild” at the prom. So the lie about Harvard didn’t gain Tompkins any traction—quite the opposite. Who needs a pretentious lumberjack? Susie asked, suggesting he could hop out of the car then and there. But he shook his head, and she dropped him where he wanted to go.

“He seemed so arrogant!” Susie recalls more than forty years later. “Still, there was something about him. He was unique. You couldn’t miss that. Maybe we were attracted to each other’s uniqueness. Neither of us wanted ordinary lives.”

In a bigger city, that ride probably would have been the end of the story. But Tahoe was small, and it turned out they moved in the same circles. They both skied, they both craved adventure, they both resisted conformity—and they kept bumping into each other in stores, at parties. One time he hit her up for a sixty-dollar loan, and she said OK, scraping together her precious tip money and handing it over. He took this (correctly) to be a good sign.

Gradually they became better acquainted, two strong personalities who were not afraid to butt heads—each was the sort that enjoyed a bit of conflict, and even thrived on it. One day, without prelude, Tompkins suggested, “Let’s go down to Mexico.” This was what Tompkins has always been good at, his friends recall: He could make the sudden impulse to drop everything and embark on a new adventure sound not outlandish, but irresistible. This is why people were drawn to Tompkins—you never knew what might be in store, where he might suddenly disappear for months at a time, or whether you might disappear with him. Impulsively, Susie said yes, she would come along.

They spent weeks tooling around Mexico in a VW microbus, both up for anything, surprised at how easy it was to be together, until suddenly all of autumn had slipped by, she could no longer imagine being apart, and Doug proposed. They were just winging it, two kids feeding each other’s souls, as Susie later described the time. She said yes.

They worked another season in Tahoe—ski patrol, waiting tables, doing pretty much anything to make money. By 1963, they were ready to head to San Francisco, the place Susie knew and loved best, their relationship already assuming what would become a permanent pattern: passionate conflict, passionate reconciliation, and long months apart as Doug continued adventuring and training for an Olympic tryout—marriage and kids (soon enough) notwithstanding. This was the deal going in: They would have full lives together, and full lives apart. Susie knew she was not acquiring the sort of husband who came home every day at five, nor did she want one who did.

Even before the move from Tahoe, Tompkins had fallen in with a crowd of hotshot climbers who were in the midst of creating what would later be referred to as the “golden age” of climbing in Yosemite National Park—blazing new routes up the park’s most difficult (and in many cases, unconquered) summits, hanging out beyond their two-week camping passes, then dodging park rangers who wanted them to clear out. Some of the world’s best climbers congregated at Yosemite back then, claiming the park’s Camp 4 as their domain and headquarters. They were nicknamed the “Valley Cong”—the guerrilla climbers. They saw themselves as creating a new aesthetic for climbing that emphasized style, and they took pride in the fact that there was absolutely no economic benefit to climbing. It was pure. It was outside society. It was an adrenaline-charged, risk-taking endeavor, different every time. And it was a unique way of looking at the world and at achievement.

Tompkins befriended and started climbing and surfing with one of the Valley Cong’s leaders, Yvon Chouinard, a southern California rock rat whom Tompkins, then fifteen, had first met in 1958 when he was climbing in the Shawangunks. Chouinard, five years older, was making a name for himself by climbing a series of peaks in Yosemite without the aid of ropes and without the time-consuming “siege tactics” applied by earlier generations.

Despite their climbing skills, Chouinard’s and Tompkins’s first adventure together was almost their last: a climb in 1962 up the north face of Mount Temple in the Canadian Rockies, an 11,624-foot peak in Banff National Park known for its treachery. At that time, its north face had never been scaled. Halfway up, as they camped on an exposed snowfield, bad weather arrived. They were vulnerable to wind-induced rock and snow avalanches, and Tompkins suggested they get out, even if it meant a harrowing climb down in darkness. They made it off the mountain by dawn, just in time to watch a rock slide explode onto their abandoned campsite. They’ve been best friends ever since, more than forty years, adventuring together on every continent, including Antarctica.

Chouinard saw in Tompkins the kind of informed fearlessness that makes a great climber and adventurer—and, as it turns out, a successful businessman: a willingness to leap, married to a certainty that you would reach the other side. “Fearless” was a word Tompkins has long used to describe how he wants to live, an expression of his two long-standing obsessions: going “where the ordinary human doesn’t go,” and being “world-class” at whatever he attempts to do. It’s the difference between simply breathing versus inhaling so deeply your lungs feel about to burst, he once observed. His wife Susie put it less metaphorically: “Doug is always trying to outperform himself.”

Chouinard, in turn, was an inspiring figure to Tompkins: tough, good-humored, supremely competent, inventive, outspoken. Around the time of Tompkins’s move to California, Chouinard was in the process of reinventing climbing gear with a secondhand forge, an old anvil, and metal he had salvaged from old harvester blades. It was a little business, Tompkins saw, but it was genius—because no one else had thought to do it.

Back then, climbers hammered pitons into rock walls for support as they moved upward. Most pitons were made of soft iron; they were used once and left behind. But climbing the sheer rock faces of Yosemite and similar vertical mountain faces called for hundreds of piton placements—one-use pitons were impractical. So Chouinard taught himself to be a blacksmith and made his own hard steel pitons out of old stovepipes and other junkyard scrap, which he tested out on some of the earliest ascents of Yosemite’s Lost Arrow Chimney and Sentinel Rock. Pretty soon other climbers heard about the Valley Cong’s mountaineering blacksmith and began demanding his pitons, which he sold for $1.50 apiece out of the back of his rattling old car.

Chouinard traveled the country in this way, climbing, surfing, making and selling his scrap-metal pitons, and working summers as a guide in Wyoming, where a young broadcast journalist and future network anchorman, Tom Brokaw, became his climbing student and friend. The rest of the year Chouinard survived solely on the meager income from his piton sales, running so low on funds at one point that he had to live off a very inexpensive case of dented cans of cat food he bought at a surplus store, supplemented by the occasional squirrel. He’d haul his anvil out on the beach after a few hours in the water and pound out more pitons, earning a few more bucks. He invented another, extremely small piton he called the “realized ultimate reality piton” (RURP), which soon became state of the art in rock climbing, and his financial outlook began to look better. By 1965, there was enough demand for Chouinard’s climbing gear that he and a partner replaced his anvil-in-a-car manufacturing setup with a blacksmith shop in Ventura, California, in an old building with corrugated steel walls: Chouinard Equipment. They offered a spectrum of redesigned and improved tools for serious devotees of rock, mountain, and ice climbing.

Around the same time Chouinard decided climbing gear needed to be reinvented, Tompkins was feeling similarly inspired by a lack of high-quality, lightweight, readily available camping gear for climbers and serious outdoorsmen—expedition-grade sleeping bags, tents, packs, and other portable equipment. So the Tompkinses started importing and selling the equipment, including Chouinard’s gear, mostly out of their car at climbers’ camps and parks, cash and carry. They supplemented their income with another business, Recreation Unlimited, a kind of summer adventure camp for boys. Tompkins, sometimes with Susie in tow and other times on his own, would haul kids on climbing, hiking, and camping getaways throughout California and Mexico. They advertised in Sunset magazine, and in those innocent days, unburdened by licenses, regulation, or massive liability insurance policies, they would persuade parents to send kids off for outdoor adventures with Doug the Mountain Man.

It was a modest business and their budget was always tight, but then a new opportunity arose: a friend with a ski shop in the Bay Area told them the business was failing and he was going to close down. The Tompkinses offered to rent the space to set up a store for their climbing and camping equipment. They borrowed $5,000 and in 1964 started The North Face, a mail-order and retail company, located in San Francisco’s North Beach area, across the street from beat poet Lawrence Ferlinghetti’s legendary bookstore, City Lights. Tompkins chose the name because the north face of any mountain above the equator is usually the coldest and most difficult to climb—as he and Chouinard had experienced firsthand on Mount Temple. The logo was a stylized drawing of Half Dome at Yosemite, a favorite of the Valley Cong.

Tompkins stocked high-end mountaineering and camping equipment he bought wholesale from Europe, as well as Chouinard’s technical climbing gear, the two entrepreneurs combining forces and helping each other’s business grow. At the time, North Beach was a mix of music, culture, and the occasional topless club, where Allen Ginsberg, Alan Watts, and Jefferson Airplane were neighborhood regulars and the Tompkinses bought their first house. The North Face store stood out in this setting; the aesthetic that would later shine through at Esprit got its start with the store Tompkins designed, dominated by large photo murals of mountains, forests, and snowfields, along with the clean, natural wood counters and floor. A huge Ansel Adams print, borrowed from a local printer where it had been rolled up and collecting dust, covered one wall. The other walls were paneled with gorgeous distressed redwood that Doug had retrieved by driving up to the chicken farms that once prevailed in the northern California town of Petaluma, where he volunteered to tear down residents’ aged, disused chicken coops and haul away the wood. The effect was sophisticated and attractive; the sparse selection of merchandise, though high quality, was almost a sideshow. The emphasis was on where you would go and how you would feel with that equipment, what it was like to be in the mountains or hanging from some vertical slab of rock—everything was filtered through Doug Tompkins’s sensibilities. He had an instinct for creating a compelling image, something that comes naturally, perhaps, to climbers, who tend to project a very definite image of themselves.

When The North Face store opened for business, the owners offered glasses of wine and live music. A hot new local band played for the customers and guests: The Grateful Dead.

The North Face’s merchandising formula was novel for the times, but it worked. Interest in rock climbing, camping, and the outdoors was exploding during the 1960s. The new business made money from the start—not a fortune, but still profitable.

By then, the Tompkinses had two young daughters, Quincey and Summer (the latter so named, Susie says, because she was born on the first day of 1967’s “summer of love,” the zenith of the hippie movement). Neither the business nor his expanding family deterred Doug from taking off for months-long adventures—it was something he said he had to do.

 

Of all his adventures, one stands out—the one that he and Yvon Chouinard still talk about the most, and that seemed to mark a turning point for both men, launching them on entirely new trajectories in their careers and their lives. This was their six-month climbing, driving, and filmmaking odyssey to Patagonia in 1968. Chouinard has called it his most enjoyable adventure. Tompkins says it planted the seeds for the eco baron he was to become two decades later.

Like so many of their trips, this one began on a whim. Tompkins had come down from the Bay Area to Chouinard’s Ventura beach house for a day of surfing. As they lounged on the hot sand, Chouinard mentioned a book he had just read about the first ascent in 1952 of the frigid Mount Fitz Roy on the Argentine-Chilean border. The author described the climb as his best and most difficult; Fitz Roy had been scaled only once since then.

The two friends talked idly at first about the otherworldly silhouette of Fitz Roy, and what a great trip it would be; but of course they couldn’t do it—they both had young businesses in need of constant nurturing, they had obligations, they had family. But what a trip it would be. No harm in talking about it. Perhaps they could go in July. It would take a month. No, two months. Maybe four. Who else might come?

The idle wistful talk became frenzied and before they knew it, the sun was setting and they suddenly had a real plan. They would invite three other Funhogs—the successor group to the Valley Cong—and the trip would take six months. They’d begin in July, which is winter in South America, and work their way down the coast from one hemisphere to the next, driving all the way from California, surfing on the west coast of Central America and South America, gradually moving south until they hit snow, then switching to skiing for a month in Chile. They’d feast on whatever the local cuisine had to offer and drink whatever spirits were for sale, timing their trip to arrive at the mountain as spring came to Patagonia, sometime around October. They’d film a documentary of the entire trip, turning it all into one, big tax-deductible business venture. “Plans were piled on plans, fantasy on fantasy; by nightfall we had concocted the trip of trips,” Tompkins later wrote for the American Alpine Journal. “We were like boys who sneak into an ice cream shop to make themselves a gigantic sundae or banana split.”

The ski racer and essayist Dick Dorworth and the climber, skier, and photographer Lito Tejada-Flores piled into a van with Tompkins and Chouinard in California; the British climber Chris Jones rendezvoused with the group in Peru. On July 12, 1968, the group set out for the 16,500-mile drive to Patagonia, in an old Ford Econoline van crammed with climbing gear, packs, surfboards, wet suits for coldwater surfing in Peru, skis for the volcanic slopes of Chile, camping equipment, two movie cameras, several miles of 16-mm film, and a reel-to-reel tape deck with twenty-five hours of recorded Dylan, Beatles, Grateful Dead, and their collection of 1960s psychedelic rock favorites from San Francisco’s famous Fillmore Auditorium scene. Along the way, for three and a half months, they gorged on steak dinners; ran out of food and caught wild sheep to butcher and roast; dodged bandits in Cartagena, Colombia; and awoke while camping in Guatemala to find a group of soldiers surrounding them with guns drawn, demanding to see their passports, suspecting them of being from the CIA. It was a dangerous time in parts of Latin America, when revolutionaries, counterrevolutionaries, left-wing assassins, and right-wing death squads vied for supremacy, and covert American machinations were suspected everywhere—at times, justifiably so. “It was a really great dirtbag adventure,” Chouinard would later chortle, but at the time, it appeared to the scruffy young men that a few of those soldiers would have happily shot them in the head at the slightest provocation.

The creaking van finally reached the Patagonian pampas, the last leg of the trip, having survived a roadside rebuilding of the engine by Tompkins and Chouinard, followed by a sixty-mile-an-hour nighttime encounter with a herd of mules that appeared suddenly before them on a pitch-black road. Then one morning they saw Mount Fitz Roy looming before them, an impossibly tall, lone mountain rising up from the greens and browns of the Patagonian steppe, at once inviting and terrifying. No wonder, Tompkins muttered, only two expeditions had ever made it to the top.

After spending a month establishing camp and making slow, halting progress up the mountain, the group had to dig an ice cave 3,000 feet from the summit and wait out blizzards and high winds for four weeks, playing cards, telling stories, and interpreting each other’s dreams using Tompkins’s recent reading of Freud as a guide. They were forced to retreat periodically down the slope to their base camp to fetch more provisions for their wet and cramped ice cave—supplemented by the occasional sheep roast and a desperate 100-mile drive for additional supplies.

When the weather broke at last, Tompkins set the alarm clock an hour earlier and didn’t tell anyone, hoping to get his stiff, grumbling friends up and out while the clear skies held. In bitterly cold darkness they began to climb at two-thirty in the morning, using a new, untried route, reaching the cloud-shrouded summit at seven that night. They became only the third group of climbers ever to stand atop Fitz Roy, named for the captain of the famous HMS Beagle, on which Charles Darwin made his name as a world-class naturalist and was inspired to conceive the theory of evolution by natural selection. The Funhogs had set a new standard: Their “California Route” became the most repeated by subsequent climbers of Fitz Roy for decades to come.

After sixty days of trying to reach the top (of which only five days were spent actually climbing), the Funhogs spent all of twenty minutes on the summit. This is how climbers are: they stayed only long enough to exult, to catch their breath, and for Lito to shoot a few thousand feet of film. The joy was in getting there, not in being there—a pattern that would haunt Tompkins for many years, for ill and good. They climbed and rappelled back down in frozen darkness a short time later, for fear of being caught exposed as the next storm started rolling in. They made it down safely, slept all of the next day, then drove back to civilization, where they realized that Christmas had arrived and that it was time to celebrate.

The experience reinforced the connection Tompkins and Chouinard felt for this region even as it heightened their concerns that one of the world’s signature wilderness regions might be in jeopardy. Both men had noticed some disturbing signs that the natural beauty of Patagonia they had first experienced and admired eight years earlier was not quite the same this time around—forestland had been burned or cut down, and roads had been bulldozed through sensitive habitats. Tompkins griped that areas once lit only by starlight were now dotted with the electric glow of new developments. Progress, most people would call it—but Chouinard and Tompkins were not most people.

When they returned home, Chouinard embarked on a series of changes to his business. First, he decided that his popular hard iron pitons were causing too much damage to the environment—each time they were hammered and removed, the cliffs and rock faces were altered, and the experience for the next climber was diminished. So he developed new gear—aluminum chocks and wedges that could be placed and removed in cracks and crevices without the use of hammers and without causing the rock face to crumble, yet still serve climbers’ needs. He discontinued his hard steel pitons, even though they were his most profitable products, in favor of a new idea: “clean climbing.” Once again, he had reinvented his sport: clean climbing quickly became the preferred method for rock and mountain climbing everywhere.

The other big change for Chouinard came a few years after the trip, though it had been planned for some time: He started a new company to sell clothing for climbers and outdoorsmen—soft, comfortable, colorful, and warm, inspired by a rugby shirt he had picked up abroad. He and Tompkins had talked about what to name this new company; he wanted something just right, as magical and evocative as the mythical Shangri-la. But then they realized it was staring them in the face all along, an obvious choice: He would call his new company Patagonia. The emblem would be a stylized drawing of Mount Fitz Roy. Patagonia, which began with four employees, was destined to become one of the most successful and environmentally responsible sportswear companies in the world. (In 2006, it had annual revenues of about $260 million.)

Tompkins also returned to the United States primed for a change. He had taken on the role of director of the documentary film about their six-month trip, and he had put together what would become a cult climbing classic, Mountain of Storms, which focused on the ascent of Fitz Roy, along with a longer version about the whole trip, The Funhogs. Mountain of Storms won the grand prize in 1972 at the Trento Film Festival in Italy, which convenes annually to honor the world’s best mountain, adventure, and exploration films (that year the competition included films from the legendary marine explorer Jacques Cousteau and National Geographic). Mountain of Storms began making the rounds at college campuses, where it spawned something of a new American subculture of climbing and traveling—an adventure lifestyle that inspired innumerable treks around the world imitating the Funhogs. Hunter S. Thompson eventually appropriated the term to describe his style of covering political campaigns. In its own way, Mountain of Storms did for climbing and adventure road trips what the classic documentary Endless Summer did for surfing in 1966.

The mercantile world of The North Face seemed unacceptably mundane in comparison. Tompkins had climbed that retail mountain; who wanted to just hang around at the top? He griped to Susie and Chouinard that he was spending more energy talking to people about equipment than engaging in the sport itself. He realized his mistake, too late: It turned out he hated making a business out of his main hobby. Less than three years after founding The North Face, he sold it for $50,000, a tenfold return on his initial investment, and laid plans for a new career making adventure films. (The North Face would continue to grow into a popular brand of its own, changing hands several times and moving from specialty equipment to mass consumer clothes and products; it is now part of the VF Corporation’s $350-million stable of brands, which includes Vans and Jansport, accounting for half the backpacks sold in the United States.)

The filmmaking career was not to be. As Tompkins finished Mountain of Storms and started casting about for his next project, another opportunity arose to sidetrack him: his wife’s new business. When he had returned from his six-month Patagonian trip, he found that Susie had not simply waited at home with the kids. She and a friend, Jane Tise, who had worked at the ski shop before The North Face took its place, had started their own kitchen table business, the Plain Jane Dress Company. They had been making hippie-style, floral-patterned knit mini-dresses and marketing them to local stores. The office was the Tompkinses’ house, an arrangement that solved the problems of child care and the fact that they couldn’t afford extra rent.

They started with twelve dresses and showed them out of Susie’s old station wagon. Susie Tompkins’s gift, colleagues would later say, was a knack for spotting a trend before it was a trend: Everyone—specifically the masters of the consumer economy, teenage girls—loved the dresses. They were what Susie called “Londony”—snug, short, and sexy—and no one was selling anything quite like them in America. In short order, Susie and Jane found they barely could keep up with the demand from local boutiques. They took on a third partner to handle sales and soon Plain Jane clothes were in Macy’s—the promised land for any upstart clothing designer.

Doug began helping Susie part time with the business, and to his surprise, he became intrigued. Unlike The North Face, women’s fashion posed no conflict between business and pleasure for him. After being apart so much, he and Susie relished working together. And though fashion is of little interest to mountain climbers—Tompkins has been dressing in the same blue jeans and polo shirts since he was sixteen—the idea of building a business, a brand, and an image, and using that to turn some colorful fabric into a profit, sucked him in. He saw Plain Jane had a bit of magic to it, but the company was disorganized, lacking a coherent vision—it needed someone to handle its business, marketing, and image. Why not him, even if this meant making it up as he went along?

He offered to invest some of his earnings from selling The North Face to become a partner, and to work for a while getting the business end squared away. Then, he figured, he could return to filmmaking. But by the end of 1970, Plain Jane had developed a line of different labels with catchy names—Rose Hips and Jasmine Tees among them—and sales had reached $1 million a year. The kitchen table and station wagon weren’t cutting it anymore, and so Doug arranged the purchase of an old wine warehouse above a spice factory—the place smelled permanently of cumin and tarragon—where he set up a garment manufacturing operation and office space. The partners created an overarching company for all the separate labels, and called it Esprit de Corp. There was no turning back at that point. To Tompkins, the adventure of building an organization and pushing it to the top of an industry turned out, unexpectedly, to be as seductive in its own way as Fitz Roy had been: “After that,” he recalls, “it was twenty years of a wild ride.” They never expected their little family business to make them rich, he and Susie Tompkins say, but more money than they had ever dreamed of poured in.

By 1986, the company, its name shortened to Esprit and marked by the now famous, distinctive logo “E” made up of three parallel bars, had worldwide sales of $1.2 billion. Esprit was at the top of the fashion world.

Naturally, from the mountain climber’s been-there-done-that point of view, reaching the summit meant it was time for a change. Or time to leave.
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