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Praise for

Law of the Jungle

“Impressively evenhanded … [Barrett] calls Texaco to account of dirty drilling, and holds Petroecuador, which maintained such practices for years, to the same standard. He … thinks Mr. Donziger made a ‘deal with the Devil,’ noting that the attorney even opposed the Ecuadorian government’s own environmental cleanup plan in order to preserve his lawsuit.”

—THE ECONOMIST

“A well-crafted account.”

—WALL STREET JOURNAL

“Those interested in the rule of law and the role of the courts and lawyers will find Law of the Jungle instructive, entertaining, and frightening.”

—THE AMERICAN SPECTATOR

“Bloomberg Businessweek writer Paul M. Barrett offers a thorough account of the episode.… The story is one of hardball corporate lawyers vs. hardball human rights lawyers, a rough kind of moral equivalency in a battle in which Donziger and his allies were finally tempted into acts that a U.S. judge would in the end rule to be racketeering.”

—NATIONAL REVIEW

“A richly detailed and well-documented narrative of one of the most important environmental litigations in decades … Worthy of a Hollywood movie—but one that proves the point that truth is stranger than fiction.”

—NEW YORK LAW JOURNAL

“Details hardball tactics by both sides … Crisply told.”

—DALLAS MORNING NEWS

“An enthralling true-life courtroom drama … Almost Shakespearean in scope, featuring a flawed protagonist with good intentions but tragically overreaching ambitions.”

—BOOKLIST

“An accessible, fast-paced read.”

—FORTUNE

“Irresistible … a true-life courtroom version of Heart of Darkness.”

—KIRKUS REVIEWS

“An enthralling, deeply researched volume about the intersection of law and individual rights … Barrett skillfully takes readers inside the players’ minds and exposes the underside of high-stakes litigation.”

—LIBRARY JOURNAL

“Law of the Jungle is a riveting piece of storytelling. The environmental insults make you furious, and your heart breaks for the people whose ways of life are violated—but what happens after that challenges your beliefs about fairness and justice.… This isn’t a simple David and Goliath story; it’s an engaging passion play that unfolds from the Ecuadorian jungles to the courtrooms of New York.”

—DAVID YARNOLD, PRESIDENT AND CEO, NATIONAL AUDUBON SOCIETY

“Paul M. Barrett’s Law of the Jungle is a cautionary tale—a deeply reported, well-written reminder that to be credible and effective, the fight against environmental misconduct must be waged within the rule of law. Our legal system can be a powerful force for environmental progress, but its rules have to be respected.”

—FRED KRUPP, PRESIDENT, ENVIRONMENTAL DEFENSE FUND

“This smart and gripping book by a first-class investigative journalist teaches a vital lesson that everyone who cares about business and the American economy needs to understand: when confronted with fraudulent courtroom shakedowns, corporations must fight back as Chevron did.”

—JACK WELCH, FORMER CHAIRMAN AND CEO OF GENERAL ELECTRIC AND BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF WINNING

“Paul M. Barrett’s Law of the Jungle is the inside story of the international trial of the decade—a high-stakes fight over oil, blood, and money and a protagonist who is as fascinating as he is perplexing.”

—JEFFREY TOOBIN, AUTHOR OF THE OATH AND THE NINE

“An engrossing, captivating account of litigation run amok. Barrett’s comprehensive, detailed book demonstrates all that is wrong with the American litigation system. Required reading for anyone who not only wants to learn more about protracted lawsuits in America but yearns for a page-turning legal thriller. I can’t wait for the movie.”

—KENNETH R. FEINBERG, COURT-APPOINTED SPECIAL MASTER FOR COMPENSATING VICTIMS OF THE 9/11 ATTACKS, BP OIL SPILL, VIRGINIA TECH MASSACRE, ASBESTOS INSULATION, DALKON SHIELD IUD, AND VIETNAM DEFOLIANT AGENT ORANGE

“Paul M. Barrett’s Law of the Jungle creates an unforgettable rainbow of lawyers who do indeed live by the law of the jungle. You will be intrigued until the last page as to who will survive, and your emotions will be struck to ask, who should?”

—VICTOR SCHWARTZ, GENERAL COUNSEL, AMERICAN TORT REFORM ASSOCIATION AND PARTNER, SHOOK, HARDY & BACON, WASHINGTON, D.C.

“Masterfully written and carefully documented, Law of the Jungle tells the real story behind the historic Chevron oil pollution case, which I saw from the inside as technical consultant and court expert for the rain forest plaintiffs.”

—DAVID L. RUSSELL, P.E., CHIEF EXECUTIVE, GLOBAL ENVIRONMENTAL OPERATIONS INC.
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The meek shall inherit the earth, but not its mineral rights.

—J. Paul Getty


Chapter One

SURVEILLANCE

The lawyer Steven Donziger stepped out onto 104th Street. He looked west toward Riverside Park and east toward Broadway. The dark sedans had been tailing him for at least a month now. They followed him for blocks at a time, slowing when he slowed, stopping when he stopped, their passengers watching his every move.

Donziger lived on a quiet block on the Upper West Side of Manhattan. He worked from home, a two-bedroom apartment he shared with his wife, their five-year-old son, and a cocker spaniel. Photographs and artwork from Latin America adorned the apartment. Documents in cardboard boxes surrounded the dining table. In the narrow foyer, stacks of stapled legal filings competed for space with a mud-spattered mountain bike.

On this morning in the spring of 2012, Donziger had wheeled the bicycle down the hall to the elevator and across the marble-floored lobby. Fifty years old, he dressed like a graduate student, in jeans, unironed button-down shirt, and tattered jacket.

“Cómo estas?” he asked the doorman as they bumped fists.

“Bien, muy bien, señor.”

Then Donziger had emerged from the building and, as was his habit, searched for the dark sedans. Six-foot-four and powerfully built, he would not have been difficult to track. Sometimes, in addition to the cars, he thought he saw men on foot, pretending to peer into store windows if he looked their way.

Donziger began pedaling toward Ocean Grill, a seafood restaurant where he did business over lunch. As he approached the corner, he glanced over his shoulder in time to see the large car pull out of its parking space and fall in behind him. He didn’t fear actual physical harm. The company was too smart, he thought, to turn him into a martyr. It wanted to distract him, intimidate him.

He despised his corporate foes: their money, their influence, their cynical disrespect for his clients in the Amazonian rain forest of northeastern Ecuador. The company would never willingly pay what it owed. Its lawyers and lobbyists had said as much. Now they were coming after him, making it personal. He’d written down license plate numbers, but the police weren’t interested. Every day people killed each other in New York. What did he expect the police to do about cars that might or might not have been following him?

The surveillance wasn’t his main worry. A year earlier, in February 2011, the company had sued him. The 193-page suit, filed under the federal antiracketeering statute, alleged that he had ginned up fraudulent evidence as part of a conspiracy to extort the company. A federal judge had taken the accusations seriously. The judge forced him to turn over his hard drives, e-mail, and boxes of documents. Donziger had said some truly dumb things—he admitted that much—and now they were public. His bravado sounded incriminating, he also acknowledged, especially if it was taken out of context. He’d cut a few corners, used tactics they didn’t teach back at Harvard Law School. He could lose his law license. Conceivably, the U.S. Attorney’s Office could bring criminal charges.

The company, as Donziger saw it, fought dirty; he fought back in kind. Slugging it out, he’d pulled off something amazing. His ragtag team had gone to a provincial Ecuadorian courtroom and won a judgment that mighty Texaco had ruined the lives of thousands of farmers and Amazon tribesmen. Because of him, a tiny third-world nation had spoken truth to power. Donziger had pressed the case for nearly twenty years now, beginning as the most junior member of the plaintiffs’ legal team and ultimately rising to field commander. Before going after Texaco (which was acquired in 2001 by Chevron), he’d never brought even a slip-and-fall suit. That he’d survived this long must have shocked the oil company and its lawyers. No wonder they were branding him a racketeer and prying into his personal life.

He was not alone, though. Impressed by the potential for gargantuan legal fees, Patton Boggs, a tough corporate law firm, had joined Donziger. Together, they were seeking liens against refineries, terminals, and tankers worldwide. He’d retained a famous white-collar defense attorney to represent him in the racketeering suit. The Amazon pollution case had been featured on 60 Minutes and in the New York Times, Vanity Fair, The New Yorker, and Bloomberg Businessweek. In 2009, it was the subject of an acclaimed documentary that played at the Sundance Film Festival. A rock star in green-activism circles, Donziger had received support from Bianca Jagger, Sting, and Sting’s wife, the actress Trudie Styler. He had given Brad Pitt and Angelina Jolie a private tour of the oil zone in Ecuador.

“I cannot believe what we have accomplished,” Donziger had written in private notes several years earlier, during a flight to Ecuador. “I cannot wait to get off the plane and see my fellow soldiers—often the only people I feel who get me. I want to look in their eyes and see if they understand the enormity of what this team has accomplished.” He had gone toe-to-toe with one of the most powerful multinationals in the world and won the largest pollution verdict in history: $19 billion. That was billion with a “b,” real money by anyone’s standard. If he could survive the vengeful countersuit and collect the judgment, the Ecuador case would, in Donziger’s expansive estimation, create a precedent benefiting “millions of persons victimized by human rights abuses committed by multinational corporations pursuing economic gain.” And it would make him a very wealthy man.

Arriving at the Ocean Grill, he slowed his bicycle. The surveillance sedan—Wait, were there two of them?—kept cruising south. Donziger chained his bike to a NO PARKING sign and shrugged off his backpack. The spy cars disappeared in traffic. He knew they would circle back. They always did.


Chapter Two

PRESSURE

Six years before he played cat-and-mouse in Manhattan with oil company private eyes, Donziger was headed one cool morning to the Palacio de Justicia in Quito, Ecuador. “We are going down to have a little chat with the judge,” he told the documentary film crew he had invited to follow him. He emphasized the word “chat” in a way that sounded menacing. “This is something you would never do in the United States,” he continued. “But in Ecuador, this is how the game is played. It’s dirty. We have to—occasionally—use pressure tactics to neutralize their corruption, and today is one of those examples.”

Donziger was not an ordinary lawyer. Just out of Harvard Law School, he had worked briefly in a conventional job as a public defender, representing teenagers accused of street crime. But that was a long time ago. The Ecuador oil pollution case had allowed him to grow into what he wanted to be—a human-rights advocate, a rabble-rouser, a performance artist with a law degree. Clarence Darrow meets Martin Luther King Jr. meets Abbie Hoffman.

On this day, he aimed to convince an Ecuadorian judge to block Chevron’s attempt to inspect a laboratory Donziger’s team was using to analyze pollution evidence. The company alleged that the lab was incompetent and crooked. Donziger countered that the lab was fine; it was the oil company, he said, that was dishonestly harassing the plaintiffs. As he told the American film crew scrambling to keep up with him, justice in Ecuador often resembled a back-alley brawl.

Donziger and his entourage entered the courthouse and walked down a narrow hallway toward the judge’s office. He had arranged for Ecuadorian television news stations to cover the confrontation. Donziger ushered several cameramen into the judge’s chamber, a cubbyhole space that got so crowded there was no room to turn around. The judge, an elderly bald man, cowered at his desk, blinking behind large eyeglasses. “I sat down in the chair directly in front of the judge,” Donziger later recalled, “where he could smell my breath.”

“I am part of the plaintiffs’ legal team,” Donziger told the judge. The American lawyer wore a charcoal suit with a blue shirt and muted red tie. As a non-Ecuadorian, he did not have the right to speak in court as a lawyer, but technicalities did not deter Donziger. He rose to his feet, drew himself to his full height, and with piercing brown eyes peered down at the judge. “You have to be very careful with the Texaco lawyers,” he began in American-accented Spanish. “They play dirty. They are trying to corrupt a legal process that thirty thousand Ecuadorians are carrying out. They are fighting for their lives.” He repeated: “For their lives.”

The judge was breathing heavily, as if he might have a heart attack.

Donziger cited no Ecuadorian statute or precedent. He invoked only his own ferocious indignation. “They are trying to use you, Your Honor, to do an inspection that is not legal,” he lectured. “Please be careful. Please be very careful.”

The trembling judge announced on the spot that he would suspend the laboratory inspection “in order to study the issue further.” He placed a feeble hand on the sheaf of legal papers on his desk and added, “That’s what I have to offer you.”

At that moment, Diego Larrea, one of the oil company’s lawyers, entered the judge’s office. Larrea had learned belatedly of Donziger’s preemptive strike.

“You’ve suspended the order?” Larrea asked the judge, incredulous. “Your Honor, it must be clear, this is another maneuver.”

Donziger, towering over Larrea, who stood a good six inches shorter, assumed an expression of unrestrained wrath. “This is a corrupt Texaco lawyer!” he bellowed, pointing a long finger at Larrea. In fact, Chevron had subsumed Texaco five years earlier. Chevron paid Larrea’s fees and was the defendant in the litigation. But Texaco had been the oil company active in Ecuador years earlier, and it was Texaco (pronounced locally “Tek-ZAH-ko”) that would resonate with Ecuadorian television viewers.

“Sir,” Larrea said, turning to Donziger and pointing back at him, “you are going to be held responsible for what you say.”

“I take responsibility, sir. You are a corrupt lawyer.” His voice rising theatrically, Donziger repeated the epithet with relish, abogado Tek-ZAH-ko corrupto: “You are a corrupt Texaco lawyer! You are a corrupt lawyer!”

The TV cameras swiveled from combatant to combatant. The judge, unwilling or unable to restore order, reared back from his desk, but there was no place to escape. Finally, a flustered secretary took it upon herself to announce, “This is becoming personal! Step out, please!” The verbal rumble moved to the hallway, TV news and documentary cameras rolling.

Later, Donziger coolly assessed his performance. “Very effective,” he wrote in his notes. “Talk about corruption, talk about how they try to use innocent and good people as vehicles for their own corruption.” He had accomplished his purpose, both in the judge’s office and with Ecuadorian television viewers.


Chapter Three

ARRIVAL

The righteous fury Donziger could summon seemingly at will on behalf of his rain forest clients flowed in equal parts from deeply felt empathy with their plight and his acute thespian instincts. One can genuinely care for the powerless while relishing the role of their protector.

In the personal notes he kept on a laptop computer, Donziger recalled his first visit to a tribe called the Cofán along the Aguarico River: “When I arrived in the village, I could see the desperation and hope that was being projected onto my presence.” He wondered whether he “could deliver any tangible benefit” to the Indians, “either then or ever.” He hated what he saw as “the desperation in the eyes of the children, and the hollow resignation in the eyes of their parents.”

To honor him, the Cofán children sang traditional story songs for Donziger. Performing without musical accompaniment, the shabbily dressed choir described a time long before their birth when the forest was unspoiled, a common theme of the tribal repertoire. The children performed a dance in Donziger’s honor, dipping their hands in symbolic oil to illustrate what had befallen their culture and the rain forest they lived in and depended on. An elderly woman who sang with the children wore a colorful toucan feather through her nose, the sharpened tip penetrating one nostril, passing through the cartilage, and exiting the other nostril.

Emergildo Criollo, the leader of the Cofán community, initially had mixed feelings about Donziger. He appreciated that the American lawyer had trekked to the remote enclave but found the outsider overwhelming. Donziger spoke too loudly and waved his arms in a manner that made the Indians uneasy. The intricacies of the court proceedings he described eluded the Cofán. But Criollo came to trust him. “He spent time with us,” the tribal leader said. “We saw this gringo lawyer had great passion.”

The chain of events that had brought Donziger to Criollo’s village began more than four decades before the lawyer’s first visit. One day, when Criollo was a boy of six, a helicopter appeared above the treetops. “We were all amazed at the noise it made,” he told me, remembering the remarkable 1964 encounter. “Which type of animal is this that comes flying from so high in the sky?”

Criollo saw the bulbous metal bird disgorge a number of white men in trousers and wide-brimmed hats. At the time, his father was teaching him to use a blow pipe and poison-tipped darts to hunt howler monkeys. The Cofán spoke a local language called A’ingae. A few knew Spanish because of earlier interaction with missionaries and rubber traders, but none of them knew the language spoken by the men from the sky. “We were scared,” Criollo said, “so we hid.”*

The helicopters continued to arrive, delivering other strange machines. “Day and night, they cut the trees. There were explosions and fires. The white men were digging holes.” Criollo and other members of the tribe wondered what they were looking for. He and his father crept to the edge of a clearing the outsiders had carved. “They were eating lunch. They gave us rice. It was the first time we tasted rice, and it was delicious.” The yellow cheese the Indians were given smelled terrible to them, so they threw it into the jungle.

The Cofán lived a relatively isolated existence. They hunted, fished, and grew vegetables, mostly without interference from Hispanic Ecuador. In the late nineteenth century, rubber harvesters and traders had invaded the area and subjected several generations of Indians to brutal debt servitude. The intruders receded and then disappeared during the global depression of the 1930s, giving the Cofán and other tribes several decades of respite before the arrival of the new outsiders seeking oil and sowing fresh disruption. During all this time, the Indians also encountered American Protestant missionaries and Spanish Catholics. The foreign Christians provided machetes, mirrors, and clothing, in addition to Bible lessons. Some Indians went to live at missionary settlements, abandoning villages and straining clan ties.

In the songs and myths Donziger heard, the Cofán recalled an idyllic pastoral history before the appearance of the oil industry. What the Indians glossed over was their more complicated actual history, including serial intrusions they were ill-equipped to resist. They had barely endured encroaching modernity, clinging to a shrinking array of traditions. As a little boy, Criollo wore an old-fashioned Cofán tunic. The workers from the helicopters lifted his garment to see whether the six-year-old was male or female. Humiliated, he resolved to wear pants given out by the missionaries.

The white men at first drilled holes and made the earth shake. Later, they built towers as high as the tallest jungle trees. And some time after that, the Cofán noticed the men were bringing up from beneath the jungle floor a black viscous substance, which they stored in large pits. Before long, a multicolored sheen appeared on the surface of the streams where the Cofán fished and bathed and gathered drinking water. The underside of Cofán canoes acquired a greasy veneer. The firewood Cofán women gathered at the river’s edge became covered in black goo. Freshly caught fish emitted a strange odor. The Cofán did not have words for “industrial pollution” or “contamination.” They carried on as they always had.

Eventually, the Cofán shaman said he was troubled by the appearance of the gummy black fluid. He speculated that it was the blood of a sacred underground race that protected the people and animals of the rain forest. According to legend, the subterranean beings lived in a beautiful parallel world reached by means of a magical passageway. Were the white men killing the hallowed underground people? Would the monkey and wild pig the Cofán hunted soon disappear as a result? To his people’s amazement, the shaman lacked answers.

Cofán children began to suffer from unfamiliar stomach ailments that neither the shaman’s roots, nor the missionaries’ medicine, could cure, Criollo said. “We had skin rashes. Children cried with pain in their limbs.” Women had miscarriages, which he insisted “was something new.” In fact, the Cofán had endured illness before the oil men arrived. Residents of the rain forest were not immune to miscarriage or disease. During the decades of rubber harvesting and Christian evangelizing, Indians suffered from ailments imported by outsiders. Still, Criollo and other Cofán felt certain that the oil had brought new and more severe afflictions.

More than a decade after the helicopters first arrived, Criollo was eighteen and married. His wife bore their second son. Something was wrong with the boy: At six months old, he remained tiny and fragile, like a newborn. With the assistance of Protestant missionaries, Criollo took the child to a hospital in Quito, but they couldn’t help him. “He died there,” Criollo said. “We were very sad, and we did not understand.”

Then, Criollo’s older son fell ill. “I had taken him to the river. Even the little children swam in the river and bathed there. The water had oil in it.” The three-year-old child swallowed contaminated water. “When we got back home, he became sick in his stomach and started vomiting.” He threw up blood. Lago Agrio, the oil town nearby, had no doctors in residence. Without an airplane or helicopter, there was no way to get quickly to the closest evangelical settlement. “My son died twenty-four hours later,” Criollo said. Two children were now dead. As Criollo recounted these stories, his demeanor was flat, unemotional.

After the death of his children, Criollo was sent by his community to Lago Agrio to learn the cause of the illnesses. The frontier outpost was little more than a collection of oil camps surrounded by tumbledown taverns, whorehouses, and shacks inhabited by newly arrived mestizo settlers. More outgoing Cofán men, especially those who learned some Spanish, could get work clearing brush or guarding equipment. But when they earned a little cash from an oil job, the Cofán tended to spend it on whiskey and prostitutes, Criollo said. Even the beloved shaman, once known for his ascetic ways, became a heavy drinker and died of alcohol poisoning.

As for the ailing children, evangelicals in town explained to Criollo that they, too, were being poisoned. “Our water was no longer safe because of the drilling,” he told me. His wife got sick. Doctors said she had cancer of the uterus. “She had her insides removed [by means of a hysterectomy]. The pain did not go away.… She was never the same woman after that.”

The Cofán lost faith in shamans who could not cure the new illnesses. Young people lost their native language and spoke only Spanish. Girls drifted off to the brothels catering to Ecuadorian oil-field laborers. The Cofán lost territory to homesteaders arriving from Quito on the road national authorities had ordered the oil company to build. Steel pipes snaked through the forest; streams glistened with unnatural colors. “We lost our land,” said Criollo. “We lost our life.”



* Criollo told me the oilmen were the first Americans he ever encountered. In fact, an American missionary family named Borman had had extensive contact with the Cofán as early as 1955, nine years before Texaco arrived. Given Criollo’s young age at the time of these events, it is not surprising that his chronology is slightly inaccurate.




Chapter Four

PRODUCTION

In the early 1960s, Texaco Inc. retained ambitions for the Ecuadorian rain forest long since abandoned by rival oil companies. Standard Oil of New Jersey, a spin-off of the old Rockefeller monopoly, had poked around for decades with little to show for its investment. Shell packed up in 1950, the last of the majors to leave. Since then, the Ecuadorian jungle east of the Andes, known as the Oriente, had “remained virtually abandoned,” according to an internal Texaco memo. As far as oil riches were concerned, Ecuadorian president Galo Plaza Lasso famously declared during this period, “el Oriente es un mito,” a myth.

Texaco disagreed. Headquartered in the gleaming Art Deco Chrysler Building in New York City, the company had a defiant reputation inherited from its founder, Joseph “Buckskin Joe” Cullinan. A refugee from Standard Oil who struck it rich on the Gulf Coast of Texas at the turn of the twentieth century, Cullinan started the Texas Company to take advantage of a legendary gusher called Spindletop. Plentiful crude sold for just three cents a barrel; unregulated extraction spewed so much contamination that drinkable water commanded five cents a cup. With financial backing from New York’s Lapham brothers and a steel magnate named John “Bet-a-Million” Gates, Cullinan built a network of pipelines, refineries, and train connections that transported cheap Gulf Coast oil to customers up north. The Texas Company thrived on expanding demand for gasoline to power a new phenomenon called the automobile.

To Cullinan’s great displeasure, his financiers shifted management activities to New York. An Irish immigrant, he lectured that the company’s “attitude and activities were branded with the name Texas and Texas ideals”—but to no avail. Cullinan eventually lost the power struggle and was ousted. In his later years, he flew a skull-and-crossbones flag over the Petroleum Building in Houston “as a warning to privilege and oppression.”

The Texas Company, which changed its name to Texaco in the 1950s, became a creature of New York. An aloof outsider in its own industry, it was the only oil major that did not participate in a trade group called the All-American Wildcatters Association. Rival executives of the good ol’ boy persuasion referred to Texaco as “the meanest company in the world.” The buttoned-down men in the Chrysler Building could afford to be arrogant. By mid-century, they ran the largest oil producer in the United States and claimed to have the rights to more oil in the ground than any competitor.

Texaco management didn’t care that others had given up on Ecuador. The company had discovered crude in southeastern Colombia, and there seemed no logical reason why the political demarcation running invisibly beneath the rain forest canopy should preclude additional finds in northeastern Ecuador. Based on this hope, Texaco representatives signed a contract in March 1964 with the military junta that ruled in Quito. The deal awarded the American company the right to search for oil on more than 3.5 million acres, later augmented by an additional 4 million acres. This territory, larger than the state of Maryland, turned out to contain the choicest oil reserves in the Oriente.

In the mid-1960s, the region lacked roads, towns, and airfields, making it difficult to develop. The jungle had reclaimed mule paths and work camps from the rubber-trading era. After descending via rope ladders dangling from helicopters, workers used machetes and chain saws to clear brush and trees. It was these aerial arrivals that brought Texaco employees into contact with rain forest residents like young Emergildo Criollo of the Cofán.

The cross-cultural encounters did not always proceed amicably. Other tribes, such as the Huaorani, who lived to the south, greeted oil explorers at spear point. In response, Texaco subcontractors sent fixed-wing planes over contested areas and occasionally tossed down sticks of lighted dynamite, according to Giovanni Rosanía Schiavone, an Ecuadorian geologist who worked in the industry for thirty years. Decades later, he described the dynamite drops in a credible, confessional tone. “These were bombs to scare away the indígenas,” he said, “so they would not interfere with the seismic surveys.” In retrospect, Rosanía recognized the callousness of this conduct. At the time, terrorizing Indians seemed of no consequence.*

Working by hand, industry “doodlebugging” teams cut miles of three-yard-wide trails through the jungle. They drilled hundredfoot holes to bury their charges. Carefully sequenced explosions were charted by field seismographs, which confirmed subsurface formations containing oil. Improved drilling technology allowed Texaco to explore deeper and more effectively than Shell had in the 1940s.

On March 29, 1967, Texaco’s exertions paid off. “In a remote wildcat in the jungle country of northern Ecuador,” the trade publication Oil & Gas Journal reported, the company “hit the jackpot.” In its internal history, Texaco recounted: “5,000,000 Ecuadorians heard with enormous jubilation the expected and sensational news: OIL HAD GUSHED IN THE EAST!”

It seems unlikely that the nation’s entire population, much of which in the 1960s was beyond the reach of radio and television, received instantaneous word of the Lago Agrio breakthrough. Nevertheless, for Ecuador, it was an event of historic proportion. On its inaugural day, the Lago Agrio No. 1 well “tossed” 2,730 barrels. By the end of the year, Texaco had drilled four wells roughly twenty miles south of the border with Colombia. Together they produced 8,000 barrels a day, and there was hope that the Oriente reserves held far more.

Two decades after the Oriente had been written off as devoid of accessible oil, Ecuador’s leading conservative newspaper, El Universo, applauded Texaco’s success. FABULOUS OIL PROSPECTS IN EASTERN ECUADOR, the paper announced. “The spreading highways will bring civilization, the land will be better cultivated, the virgin pastures will enable domesticated livestock to graze, and primitive man will in one way or another be integrated into the life of today.” Soon after Lago Agrio No. 1 began producing, the country’s president, Otto Arosemena Gómez, arrived for an official visit. Max E. Crawford, the president and chief executive officer of Texaco’s Latin American subsidiary, hosted the head of state and his son, Otto Jr., for an inspection of the four-story Lago Agrio derrick in a clearing surrounded by thick vegetation. The men wore white short-sleeved shirts and Indian-style necklaces woven from bird feathers, although photographs of the occasion reveal no actual Indians in attendance.

Ecuador, Arosemena recognized, could not get at its valuable oil without the help of multinationals and their money. On April 7, 1968, the president’s picture appeared in an eight-page advertising supplement in the New York Times: “Welcome to Ecuador! The Country That Makes Business a Pleasure.” For his color portrait, Arosemena wore a dark business suit with pink pin stripes and matching polka-dot tie and pocket square. “Ecuadorians know the rich potential of their land,” he wrote in an open letter. “But as men devoted to work and orderly processes, they also see the possibilities of tapping the potential limited by the scarcity of capital. Hence the extension of the invitation to the foreign businessman and investor to place his faith, invest, work, and construct for Ecuador.” The invitation might as well have been addressed directly to Texaco’s boardroom in the Chrysler Building.

And the oil company RSVP’d enthusiastically in the affirmative. “Wherever a wheel turns or an engine throbs, we must have energy,” the narrator of a 1970 Texaco promotional film intoned. The corporate documentary showed a car pulling into a suburban Texaco station. “Petroleum,” the narrator continued, “where do they find it? How do they go?” The answer, illustrated by images of lush Ecuadorian foliage: “Anywhere and everywhere, and always with a gamble.”

In 1972, when oil began to flow through a newly constructed pipeline from Lago Agrio to the Pacific coast, the tiny republic celebrated. A symbolic first barrel of crude, contained in a traditional wooden cask, was paraded through the streets of Quito atop a small army tank. Soldiers in ceremonial nineteenth-century uniforms marched with troops in modern camouflage. An open military truck near the rear of the procession bore a group of stone-faced Indians (who showed no sign of enjoying the occasion). The city’s Catholic bishop sprinkled the first barrel with holy water. Spectators surged forward, seeking to touch the hallowed cask. Parents held out cups to receive a drop or two, which they daubed on their children’s foreheads. After all the hoopla and speeches, the government placed the first barrel on an altar at the National Military Academy.

Beyond contributing to the national treasury, oil served other Ecuadorian aims. Beginning in 1963, a year before Texaco received permission to explore in the rain forest, the government developed plans for “colonizing” the region, which in Quito was commonly referred to as “empty territory.” Eager to increase agricultural production, the government offered poor people from the highlands free property if they agreed to plant crops or raise cattle. Hundreds of homesteaders responded—eventually tens of thousands—each family cutting down a patch of jungle. Colonization addressed other goals, as well. Ecuador had lost a large portion of the eastern jungle in 1941 to an invading Peruvian army. Settlement of the Oriente helped secure Ecuadorian sovereignty. The army saw homesteaders as forming a “living border” with Peru and Colombia, and for years, the military provided colonists with free air travel to the region.

The lure of land drew so many campesinos from draught-prone Loja Province in the south that the government officially named Texaco’s burgeoning rain forest oil camp Nueva Loja (New Loja). Locally, however, everyone called the town Lago Agrio, or Sour Lake, the name Texaco explorers gave it in the 1960s. It was named after a town in south Texas where Buckskin Joe Cullinan had made one of his early finds.

José Antonio Bricerio Castillo, a farmer who migrated in 1970 from Loja, knew nothing about petroleum before he arrived. “I wanted land of my own,” he said, “enough land to feed my family and make some money to live.” He sold most of his belongings and loaded his wife and four children (and a few caged chickens) onto a propeller plane. The journey took them into the lush rain forest, where they landed on an isolated airstrip built by Texaco. Bricerio cleared his swampy share of the forest to grow cacao, bananas, manioc, yucca, and beans. His children had children of their own. Into his seventies, Bricerio still tended his crops with a simple machete, in a never-ending battle against the encroaching jungle. He lived with his wife in a ramshackle one-story wooden house with a dirt floor and no plumbing.

Times had been even tougher when he first arrived. He struggled then to get crops to market. There were no stores, and basic supplies were scarce. It was the oil company, Bricerio told me, that in 1972 finished the paved road from Quito, making commerce easier. “Many more settlers arrived, and there were more jobs,” he recounted in an even tone, neither grateful to nor resentful of “Tek-ZAH-ko.”

Unlike the Cofán and other indigenous people, men like Bricerio lacked a spiritual tie to the ancient forest. The colonists unsentimentally razed trees to grow fruit and graze cattle. Government-sponsored agricultural settlement resulted in vastly more deforestation than did oil development. Farmers like Bricerio felt no affection for the Indians, whose land the government gave them. Some homesteaders supplemented their farming with temporary work as oil field laborers. They resented what they saw as the company’s favoritism toward the Indians, who knew the jungle terrain better than the new arrivals and would accept lower wages. The Indians, in turn, hated the homesteaders. Violence between them was not uncommon.

The colonists thought little, at least at first, of Texaco’s prolific spraying of waste oil on unpaved roads to keep down the dust and create an asphalt-like coating. Barefoot children found themselves covered in black gunk which could only be removed with rags dipped in gasoline. When it rained, the oil on the roads became slippery. Tankers sometimes slid into ditches, disgorging their contents, or crashed into roadside pipelines, causing spills that could last for days. But in the early years, unless people or livestock were killed, such events received little attention. Oil had no special stigma. After long days of work in the fields or cleaning storage tanks at a Texaco facility, Bricerio and many others would rub hot petroleum on their aching knees and elbows to relieve the pain.

* * *

Long before the modern settlement of the Oriente, and even before the Spanish arrived in the 1530s looking for gold, natives of what would become Ecuador found naturally occurring surface pools of oil, which they used for tarring canoes. The country achieved independence in 1830 and took its modern name from the equatorial line that runs through it. Ecuador covers 108,623 square miles, roughly the size of the state of Colorado. It is bounded by Colombia to the north, Peru on the east and south, and the Pacific Ocean on the west. Six hundred miles west of the mainland are Ecuador’s Galapagos Islands, visited by Charles Darwin in the 1830s and, in more recent years, by tourists eager to see giant tortoises and blue-footed boobies.

Ecuador’s extreme geography and history of foreign incursion have contributed to a fragmented culture. For eons, the snowcapped mountains separated people in the highlands, or Sierra, from those on the coast. The jungle walled off the Oriente and its tribes. In Quito, which sits in a Sierra valley nine thousand feet above sea level, a Spanish-descended landowning class presided over haciendas worked by the indebted poor. Highland valleys were home to the majority of the native Ecuadorian population, whose subjugation by the Incas had occurred only a few decades before the Spaniards invaded.

The Oriente made up nearly half of Ecuador’s territory but had only a tiny percentage of the population. One of the earth’s richest biological zones, it teemed with leaf-cutting ants and psychedelically hued butterflies; boas, tapirs, and tree sloths. In addition to the Cofán and the Huaorani, the region’s indigenous people included the Kichwa, the Secoya, the Siona, and the Shuar. Short in stature, the Huaorani (pronounced “Wow-RAH-nee”) were the most violence-prone, pursuing animal prey and human foe with equal vigor. Their rain forest neighbors called them aucas, or savages. The Huaorani referred to all non-Huaorani as cowode, meaning “cannibals.” Huaorani men traditionally wrapped a cord made of wild cotton around their hips and positioned so that it kept the penis upright, a presentation representing power and energy.

A few years after the defeat of the Spanish, an independent Ecuadorian republic constituted itself in Quito. Its founding convention named one of Simón Bolívar’s generals as head of state and enacted a constitution that assured the dominance of white landowners. This model of ethnic hierarchy and military influence would persist. Most mixed-race mestizos lived on the margins economically and socially, with the native Indians and people of African descent faring even worse. A conservative Catholic Church legitimized the caste system.

The economy assumed its basic shape early in the nation’s independent life, with heavy reliance on a single export. In the late nineteenth century, a growing global appetite for chocolate spurred cacao cultivation. Levies on cacao exports financed construction of roads, bridges, and a railroad from Quito to Guayaquil. The cacao boom collapsed after 1920, as plant diseases took a toll and increased production in other countries drove down prices. Rarely stable, the Ecuadorian political system slipped into a period of chaos. Twenty-three chiefs of state held power in the twenty-two years between 1925 and 1947. This boom-bust pattern, accented by political pandemonium, would repeat itself with the rise of the banana industry in the late 1940s, followed by its decline in the 1960s. The powerful generals viewed Texaco’s interest in jungle crude as a fresh opportunity for economic salvation. But while oil produced wealth for some Ecuadorians, it did not calm the society’s volatile nature or cure its severe economic inequality.

Seeking oil in the rain forest, Texaco engineers asked for assistance from both the Ecuadorian military and the Christian missionaries. In the 1950s, evangelicals affiliated with the Summer Institute of Linguistics, an organization based at the University of Oklahoma, had decided to spread the Gospel to the people of the northern Oriente. A troop of SIL missionaries flew small airplanes over Huaorani settlements, dropping trinkets and broadcasting words of friendship. Some of the Indians were not persuaded. In January 1956, five evangelicals landed on a river sandbar and set up camp. Several days later, all five were speared to death. The evocatively named Rachel Saint, the sister of one of those slain, toured the United States in 1957 with a Huaorani woman who, under Saint’s tutelage, had accepted Christ. After the pair appeared onstage with Billy Graham and on the popular television show This Is Your Life, contributions for Latin American evangelism skyrocketed.

Saint eventually returned to the northern Oriente. In the late 1960s, the Ecuadorian government paid her and the SIL to create a Huaorani “reservation,” which attracted hundreds of tribe members. In exchange for relocating, the Huaorani received food, protection from rivals, and Christian education. Texaco invested in Saint’s entrepreneurial evangelism, providing transportation, supplies, and cash. The Christians helped appease what the company referred to in one internal document as “savage indigenous tribes.” It was from the missionaries that company employees learned the art of aerial gift-giving, according to American contract helicopter pilot Walt Snyder. Texaco, he said, dropped boxes of machetes “to pacify” the Huaorani (an odd choice to encourage nonviolence). Missionaries using Texaco-supplied aircraft removed some two hundred Huaorani from the path of oil crews, taking them to live in Saint’s settlement.

With the natives more or less under control, Texaco expanded its operations rapidly. Giovanni Rosanía, later an Ecuadorian oil industry executive, had a job at the time overseeing aerial transport for a Texaco subcontractor. “We had more helicopters flying continuously in Ecuador than anyplace else in the world, other than Vietnam and Cambodia,” he told me. Bell choppers ferried thousands of workers to construct landing strips made of hardwood palm trunks. Cargo planes designed for short takeoffs and landings brought in tractors, trucks, and steel pipe. In 1970, twenty-seven subcontractors were working for Texaco, employing thirty-six hundred people, 90 percent of whom were Ecuadorian.

To bring oil out of the jungle, Texaco paid for the construction of a pipeline that began in Lago Agrio, rose as high as thirteen thousand feet as it crossed the Andes, and descended to a port on the Pacific. Completed in June 1972, the $150 million, 312-mile Trans-Ecuadorian Pipeline was one of the boldest engineering achievements in Latin America. Texaco could have exported oil by means of a safer, less lofty route through Colombia, but Ecuadorian authorities demanded that the pipeline remain within their borders. Texaco would operate the pipeline for two decades before turning it over to Ecuador. The government also compelled the company to spend more than $55 million on roads and bridges that provided an eastward path for homesteaders.

As oil began to flow to tankers bound for California, Ecuador enjoyed an export-driven economic boom more pronounced than those spurred by cacao and bananas. The timing could not have been better. An embargo imposed in 1973 by the Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries, or OPEC, drove up global prices. Barrels of Ecuadorian crude that initially sold for several dollars apiece soon brought $14. Traditionally viewed as an economic backwater, Ecuador joined OPEC and hosted the organization’s international conference in Quito in 1974.

While Texaco dominated Ecuador’s oil fields, the country’s leadership looked out for itself. As early as 1969, President José María Velasco Ibarra, a durable populist, announced a series of changes in the country’s deal with Texaco. He increased from 6 percent to 11.5 percent the royalty rate on oil Texaco shipped, and demanded that Texaco return two-thirds of its territorial concession so that other foreign companies could bid on access to the oil fields. Velasco Ibarra seized dictatorial powers in 1970 and two years later was ousted by a military junta; the generals were motivated in part by their desire to control the oil proceeds, which they spent on roads and schools, as well as tanks and planes. The junta also forced Texaco to hand over one-quarter ownership of its venture to a newly created state oil company, later renamed Petroecuador. Then the government raised royalty rates again and, over a period of five years, pushed up the tax rate on Texaco’s earnings from 44.4 percent to 87.3 percent. “We dictated terms to Texaco, and the company accepted,” explained Luis Alberto Aráuz, the Quito lawyer who negotiated the revisions on behalf of the junta.

Because of the rising government levies, Gulf Oil, which had been a passive investor alongside Texaco, decided to pull out of Ecuador. Petroecuador bought Gulf’s shares. As a result, as of 1977, the government held a majority 62.5 percent stake in the Texaco-led consortium and controlled nearly two-thirds of the oil Texaco pumped. Ecuador
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