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On March 24, 1989, the oil tanker Exxon

range of legal documents, nearly 8,000 pages of

Valdez ran aground on Bligh Reef outside Valdez,

court transcripts, and interviews with many key

Alaska. After a two-day delay due to an absence of

players in this environmental and legal drama.

effective containment equipment, Exxon began

Lebedoff spoke with Hazelwood and his attor‐

off-loading the forty-two million gallons of oil re‐

neys. He had access to the plaintiffs' lead counsel,

maining in the tanker. By then, however, eleven

Brian O'Neill, a partner with the Minneapolis firm

million gallons of North Slope crude oil had

of Faegre and Benson. The firm represented some

spilled into Prince William Sound, creating the

30,000 victims in this case and bankrolled the

largest oil spill in U.S. history (Schneider, 1989, p.

multi-million dollar suit, no small matter when

L22; Phillips, 1998, p. A8). Almost ten years after

one considers the depth of Exxon's pockets.

this cataclysmic event, the legal wranglings result‐

Lebedoff explains that he has ties to Faegre and

ing from the spill are far from over. On July 31,

Benson through his wife, a partner there, but

1998, a federal court judge rejected Exxon's latest

notes that she will not benefit from any judgment

request for a new trial, rendering the most recent

against Exxon. Citing pending appeals, Exxon de‐

ruling in Exxon's ongoing challenges to the $5 bil‐

clined Lebedoff's requests for information.

lion 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 lead‐
ing up to the spill, following the story through to
the judgment against the corporate behemoth.

Cleaning Up is interesting on a variety of lev‐
els. Lebedoff's writing style is engaging; he does a
fairly nice job of weaving a compelling story from
the legal minutia in this case. The book sheds light
on the general events leading up to the spill, the
process behind the construction of the suit and

Lebedoff attempts to provide an even-handed

the unique issues in this case, the difficulties asso‐

look at the Exxon Valdez spill and the subsequent

ciated with having work consume one's life, and

construction of the legal case. He employs a wide

even the challenges faced by the jurors. For exam‐
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ple, one juror was apparently close to suicide as a

frustrate readers unfamiliar with Alaska, but are

result of the case, and has been cited in Exxon's

likely to annoy those who know the state and,

appeals.

more importantly, call into question the author's
and editor's attention to detail.

Cleaning Up also offers a highly detailed ac‐
count of Brian O'Neill's involvement in the case,

Cleaning Up is worth reading for those with

beginning with his belief that he was destined to

an interest in the spill, corporate or environmen‐

handle the case from the first time he heard a

tal law, or even corporate ethics. Sadly, appeals

news broadcast about the spill. Lebedoff also ex‐

are likely to continue for years to come. While

plores O'Neill's work in securing a client-base,

Alaska Natives, the commercial fishing industry,

telling of interaction with an Alaskan firm that al‐

and others wait to receive the money for damages

ready represented a large commercial fishing

caused by the spill, Exxon continues to hold the

clientele. While O'Neill is clearly cast as the hero,

money in its coffers, earning $9.40 per second or

Lebedoff gives credit to an army of others, ending

nearly $800,000 million a year in interest on the

with an epilogue explaining what has happened

$5 billion set aside to pay for the judgment

to the attorneys and members of their staff since

(Phillips, 1998, p. A1). At this rate, Exxon will have

the trial. However, he does not fully discuss what

earned the amount of the judgment in interest

has happened in Alaska since the spill, nor does

long before those whose lives were devastated by

he reveal much about what has happened to the

the spill will ever see a dime.

thousands of plaintiffs who continue to wait for
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