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On March 24, 1989, the oil tanker Exxon Valdez ran
aground on Bligh Reef outside Valdez, Alaska. Aer a
two-day delay due to an absence of eﬀective containment
equipment, Exxon began oﬀ-loading the forty-two million gallons of oil remaining in the tanker. By then, however, eleven million gallons of North Slope crude oil had
spilled into Prince William Sound, creating the largest oil
spill in U.S. history (Schneider, 1989, p. L22; Phillips,
1998, p. A8). Almost ten years aer this cataclysmic
event, the legal wranglings resulting from the spill are
far from over. On July 31, 1998, a federal court judge
rejected Exxon’s latest request for a new trial, rendering the most recent ruling in Exxon’s ongoing challenges
to the $5 billion judgment jurors leveled against them in
fall 1994 (Phillips, 1998, p. A1). Cleaning Up explores the
Exxon Valdez case, tracing the path of Joseph Hazelwood
and his crew on the fateful day leading up to the spill,
following the story through to the judgment against the
corporate behemoth.

leading up to the spill, the process behind the construction of the suit and the unique issues in this case, the difﬁculties associated with having work consume one’s life,
and even the challenges faced by the jurors. For example, one juror was apparently close to suicide as a result
of the case, and has been cited in Exxon’s appeals.

Cleaning Up also oﬀers a highly detailed account of
Brian O’Neill’s involvement in the case, beginning with
his belief that he was destined to handle the case from
the ﬁrst time he heard a news broadcast about the spill.
Lebedoﬀ also explores O’Neill’s work in securing a clientbase, telling of interaction with an Alaskan ﬁrm that already represented a large commercial ﬁshing clientele.
While O’Neill is clearly cast as the hero, Lebedoﬀ gives
credit to an army of others, ending with an epilogue explaining what has happened to the aorneys and members of their staﬀ since the trial. However, he does not
fully discuss what has happened in Alaska since the spill,
nor does he reveal much about what has happened to the
Lebedoﬀ aempts to provide an even-handed look at thousands of plaintiﬀs who continue to wait for the resthe Exxon Valdez spill and the subsequent construction olution of this case.
of the legal case. He employs a wide range of legal docLebedo’s aempt to provide a balanced telling of the
uments, nearly 8,000 pages of court transcripts, and intale
is limited by his lack of access to Exxon, making the
terviews with many key players in this environmental
story
somewhat one-sided. While this does not necessarand legal drama. Lebedoﬀ spoke with Hazelwood and
ily
detract
from the book and is not the author’s fault, it
his aorneys. He had access to the plaintiﬀs’ lead counis
important
to note for readers who may wish to gain
sel, Brian O’Neill, a partner with the Minneapolis ﬁrm
insight
into
Exxon’s
strategies for defense or their public
of Faegre and Benson. e ﬁrm represented some 30,000
relations
eﬀorts.
While
the author seems to have done
victims in this case and bankrolled the multi-million dolsigniﬁcant
research,
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works
on
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subject
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the
spill, an event that has been
of Exxon’s pockets. Lebedoﬀ explains that he has ties
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subject
of
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to Faegre and Benson through his wife, a partner there,
with
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scholarly
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spill may ﬁnd more usebut notes that she will not beneﬁt from any judgment
ful
bibliographic
information
in
journal articles or other
against Exxon. Citing pending appeals, Exxon declined
texts.
Finally,
as
someone
who
resides
in Alaska, I was
Lebedo’s requests for information.
frustrated by the repeated incorrect spelling of Alaskan
Cleaning Up is interesting on a variety of levels. locations. e majority of the client-base came from the
Lebedo’s writing style is engaging; he does a fairly nice Robinson ﬁrm in Soldotna, Alaska, but throughout the
job of weaving a compelling story from the legal minutia book it’s wrien “Soldatna.” Two of the jurors are dein this case. e book sheds light on the general events scribed as living in the “Mar-Su Valley,” which should be
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correctly identiﬁed as the Mat-Su Valley, an abbreviation
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