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It began in the late 1920s, after oil was found in the Andean foothills west of the Gran Chaco. Under President Hernando Siles Reyes, Bolivia sought to assert rights over the region, sovereign territory of its southern neighbor, Paraguay. By 1930, border skirmishes flared between the two nations. Within a few years, they would plunge into a full-scale war that would claim 100,000 lives.

Everett Salsbury, thirty years old, stepped off the Ford Trimotor at the landing strip in Villa Montes, a dusty town at Bolivia’s southern extremity near the borders of Argentina and Paraguay. He had flown in from La Paz, the capital. Salsbury was an agent of Standard Oil of New Jersey, which had secured three million hectares of Bolivian oil concessions between 1920 and 1922. Officially, he was here to inspect excavation sites and drilling methods. Unofficially, his mission was more complex.

Born in Bakersfield, California, Salsbury was the son of an oil worker who had grown rich at the Elk Hills Well Number 1. Joseph Salsbury passed to his son both his love of money and his mastery of the oil business. At fifteen, Everett began his apprenticeship; by twenty-one he was working the rival Coalinga Oil Field in Fresno County.

Waiting for him on the hot airstrip were Rutherford Cleveland, director of Standard Oil’s Bolivian branch; Germán Pablo Villazón, a Bolivian government representative; and Colonel Andrés José Ballivián, commander of the local regiment, in full uniform. Skirmishes with Paraguayan forces had been frequent along the Pilcomayo River and at other frontier outposts.

“Hello, gentlemen,” Salsbury said, dressed in a white Stetson, white shirt, brown-tweed Oxford bags tucked into knee-high riding boots.

Cleveland shook his hand and made introductions.

“We’ll head straight to camp,” Cleveland said from the passenger seat of the black Lincoln Roadster that belonged to Standard Oil.

“How far?” Salsbury asked from the back seat, wedged between Villazón and the officer.

“Ten kilometres,” Villazón said with a smile. “That’s about fifteen of your American miles.”

The driver muttered in Spanish to Cleveland.

“You speak Spanish?” Salsbury asked, surprised.

“Seven years here,” Cleveland said. “Only way to deal with the locals.”

The Gran Chaco, spanning southern Bolivia and northern Paraguay, was among the most inhospitable lands on earth. If the heat didn’t kill you, the snakes and the rest of the wildlife would.

They reached camp by late afternoon.

“This is your tent,” Cleveland said.

The canvas shelter was large. Standard Oil had stocked it with a desk, chair, hammock, eating and drinking utensils, and a lantern. A map of the excavation site lay on the desk.

“Thanks,” Salsbury said, removing his hat.

“Supper’s at eight. I’ll send for you.”

“All righty.”

He dropped his suitcase, pulled off his boots, and stretched out in the hammock. The journey from La Paz had worn him down.

At eight sharp, dinner was served in the grandest building at Villa Montes: a rebuilt wooden house. Around the table sat the two Americans, Villazón, Ballivián, and another guest who entered just as they were about to eat. Salsbury, lightheaded from aperitifs on an empty stomach, watched him closely.

“Meet Venacio Soler, Mr. Salsbury,” Cleveland said, taking the head of the table.

“Nice to meetcha,” Salsbury replied.

“The pleasure’s mine,” Soler said. After Ballivián explained he was descended from General José Ballivián, hero of the Peruvian-Bolivian War a century earlier, Soler addressed Salsbury directly. “I suppose you wonder why I’m here?”

Soler, an Argentine citizen born in Asunción, Paraguay, was a lawyer turned ‘business development officer’ for the Argentine Patriotic League, led by General José Félix Uriburu. In Buenos Aires, President Hipólito Yrigoyen faced accusations of trying to halt oil smuggling from Salta into Bolivia. Soler was in Bolivia to diversify the League’s ventures and block Yrigoyen’s plan. A coup was already germinating to install Uriburu, who favored strengthening the nation’s economy and supporting Standard Oil in its competition with Royal Dutch Shell for Paraguayan concessions.

“There ain’t no way an agent of Standard Oil can just cross into Paraguay and negotiate,” Salsbury told him.

“We pay Guggiari more than the British. The concessions will be ours,” Soler said as dessert arrived.

Salsbury frowned. If they wanted concessions, why not involve politicians directly?

“He’s right,” Cleveland said.

“I don’t understand why I’m here,” Salsbury said.

“We need you to cross into Paraguay and find the oil Shell missed,” Ballivián explained.

“You want a full-scale geological expedition?”

“No,” Cleveland said. “Just exploration wells to cut costs and risk.”

“But we’d need top engineers, geologists, labor, and military protection. That’s a logistical nightmare in a war zone.”

“The Bolivian government will provide everything,” Villazón said. “The Gran Chaco is ours by right. We intend to profit.”

“And if there’s no oil?”

“We go home. Mr. Cleveland tells me you have two of the best petroleum geologists alive?”

He did: Wilfred Cornell and Roger Easton-Bell.

“Aren’t they in the Permian Basin?” Cleveland asked.

“Sure are.”

The debate ran long into the night. Salsbury’s doubts faded when his fee was mentioned.

“Is the sum enough?” Villazón asked.

Salsbury hesitated.

“I think you’ve persuaded him,” Cleveland laughed.

Salsbury promised a decision after a night’s rest.

Next morning, Salsbury entered Cleveland’s tent.

“You’re up early,” Cleveland said from his hammock.

“Can we talk?”

“You’ve decided?”

“Yeah.”

“And?”

“I’ll do it—even if it’s suicidal.”

“The money will be worth it,” Cleveland said, pulling on his boots.

After breakfast, they met with the Bolivians and Soler to share the news.

The Villa Montes oil field was modest compared to those in California or Texas. In 1924 it had one well; now there were fourteen. Other Tarija Department fields were growing, but officials knew the richest deposits lay across the border.

Salsbury, Cleveland, Villazón, and Ballivián sat as Soler stood before a board, maps pinned to it: a geopolitical chart of the region and a geological map of southeastern Bolivia, northwest Paraguay, and northern Formosa in Argentina.

“Gentlemen,” Soler began, pointer in hand, “there are seismic lines where we can drill right under the Paraguayans’ noses—thirty kilometres west of Loma Plata, now a Russian Mennonite settlement. Buenos Aires intelligence says the area is full of black gold—”

“Hold on,” Salsbury interrupted, hand raised. “Where’s this from? You can’t just claim seismic lines without studies. Going in blind would be madness.”

“Surveys have been carried out,” Soler said.

“By the British, I bet,” Salsbury muttered.

“Let the man speak,” Cleveland said.

When Soler finished, Salsbury remained unconvinced.

“Mr. Salsbury,” Villazón said, “you have the backing of La Paz and the Argentine opposition. There is oil—I give you my word.”

“So say I agree—”

“But haven’t you already?” Colonel Ballivián cut in, bored with the talk. He was here to kill Paraguayans and enrich himself, restoring both family and national pride after Bolivia’s humiliating 1884 defeat to Chile. Oil meant more than profit; it promised a path to the Atlantic via the Paraguay River.

Everyone had an agenda.

“I have,” Salsbury said. “But this is wild. We’re heading into the unknown.”

“That’s why we hired you,” Soler said.

The money was enough to accept the madness. Still, Salsbury asked, “What about my two stars, Cornell and Easton-Bell?”

“We’ll have
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