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CHAPTER 6

" The Silence of the Birds

Rachel Carson and the Pesticides

QUESTIONS TO KEEP IN MIND

What evidence convinced Rachel Carson, and others, that pesticides,
especially DDT, were harmful to the birds?

What role do insecticides play in American agriculture? Could they be
done without? What are the alternatives? What effect would their pro-
hibition have on the way we grow our food?

What role do pesticides in general play in the American economy?
What impact on the economy might be expected if they were gener-
ally prohibited?

What new ethical concerns are raised by the practice of exporting pes-
ticides that are banned here but not banned abroad?

THE WAKE-UP BOOK

It was 1962. For fifteen years and more, the United States had been the
major—indeed, the only—industrial power in the world, developing new
products and new technology with magical skill, doubling and tripling
the real standard of living for its people, effortlessly dictating to the
world a new measure of achievement in productivity and convenience.
We created a new class (the new working-become-middle class,
employed in the rapidly growing corporations with the first generation
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of college degrees, obtained on the GI Bill), as well as a new area of liv-
ing (never before seen “suburbs”); settled into the new mode of trans.
portation that it required (the automobile, with attendant highways);
reformed religion, politics, economics, and the household (with the deep
freeze, washing machines, and vacuum cleaners); and showed the workd
how to live,

Leading the way in the technological parade of miracles was the chem-
icals industry. It had developed the pharmaceuticals (antibiotics, espe-
cially penicillin) that saved the GIs during the war, and sent the infant
mortality rate plummeting immediately after it. And it developed the
insecticides. DDT, focus (villain?) of the story for this chapter, was first
synthesized by a German chemistry student in 1874, but it was only in
1939 that a Swiss chemist, Paul Muller, recognized its use as an insect
killer. Its worth in World War II cannot be measured: sprayed liberally by
the Allies in all theaters, it killed the mosquitos that carried malaria, fil-
iariasis and yellow fever, the lice that carried typhus, and the fleas that
carried—for yet another century—the bubonic plague.! This is no small
accomplishment. Wars have always been races between the generals and
the insects, and the generals have rarely won: “Typhus, with its brothers
and sisters—plague, cholera, typhoid, dysentery—has decided more cam-
paigns than Caesar, Hannibal, Napoleon, and all the inspector generals
in history,”?2

This huge outpouring of technological progress—in construction, in
automobiles and the roads to drive them on, in plastics, fuels, pharma-
ceuticals, and in all products of chemistry—came on the heels of, and
because of, the war that we had fought to protect our nation. Possibly for
that reason, there was a widespread impression that opposition to
progress—read, further development of goods and services for the health,
enjoyment, and convenience of the American consuming public—was
downright unpatriotic, insufficiently celebratory of the American victory.
Victory was a gift from God; the attendant prosperity, the greatest rela-
tive prosperity the world has ever known, was part of that gift; one does
not look gift horses in the mouth, especially Divine gift horses,

Until 1962, that is, when a noted author and naturalist, Rache] Carson
by name, published Silent Spring. In it she claimed, and to a large degree
demonstrated, that the pesticides that we use to kill insects are really
killing the birds, and eventually killing us. Of the first importance is the
place of this book in the nationwide celebration of victory: this was the
first book (Ralph Nader’s Unsafe at Any Speed did not come out until
1965) that raised doubts about the quality of our triumph, that dared to
wonder if concerns for human and environmental safety had possibly
been ignored in the march to bigger and better consumption.

That insecticides kill the birds was not news to much of the scientific
community. As early as February, 1945, Gove Hambidge, then
Coordinator of the Agricultural Research Administration of the
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Department of Agriculture, and author of the article cited above that cel-
ebrated victory over the insects, worried simultaneously that DDT “may
be a little too effective for comfort. For it is capable of blotting out insect
life so completely throughout large areas that it may upset the whole bal-
ance of nature.”? He noted that it killed the pollinators of the crops, and

might well be poisonous to livestock and human beings. His concerns’

were backed up by observations from the mid-1950s onward, that sug-
gested that pesticides were killing the birds. In 1957, grebes were dying
in California’s Clear Lake, and biologists blamed DDD, a DDT relative
that had been sprayed on local farms.* In 1958, Roy Barker of the Illinois
Natural History Survey at Urbana documented the decline of local
robins, and showed how the spraying of DDT to control Dutch Elm
Disease had fed them a diet of poisoned earthworms.’ By 1960, the sci-
entists generally recognized that there was something wrong, but it was
certainly news to us. Where did this come from? Why was the reaction
against it so ferocious? How did we respond to it {and to its successors)?
For starters, who was Rachel Carson?

RACHEL CARSON, NATURALIST
AND PROPHET

Rachel Louise Carson was born on May 27, r9o7 in Springdale,
Pennsylvania, to a strong-willed mother and a father who farmed his 65-
acre parcel and dabbled in real estate, both with very indifferent success.
The area was generally industrialized, but Rachel grew up in a rural
setting.

Her interest in writing surfaced early-—she published her first story at
age tens—as did her interest in nature, encouraged by her mother. (Upon
her mother’s death she wrote of her, “. . . more than anyone else I know,
she embodied Albert Schweitzer’s ‘reverence for life’”7). She was particu-
larly fascinated by the sea, despite her inland upbringing. She was a quiet,
good student; a bit of a loner, yet known for friendliness and kindness to
her fellow students and her elders.

During her college years at the Pennsylvania College for Women, con-
flict between the Biology and English departments drove her to change her
major to Biology from English, to the intense consternation of the English
Department (which had supported her with scholarship funds, in recogni-
tion of her ability as a writer). She completed her educational career with
a combination of work, financial aid, and loans, earning first her A.B.
(summa cum laude) at Pennsylvania College, and then an M.A. in marine
zoology at Johns Hopkins, made possible in part by a summer fellowship
at Woods Hole, Massachusetts. Her interest in writing never waned, how-
ever; she once commented that “Eventually it dawned on me that by
becoming a biologist T had given myself something to write about.”®

< A ,~;~wmm&3




The Silence of the Birds 103

After her father and sister died, Rachel took on the responsibility for
her mother and her sister’s two daughters; she abandoned academe to

‘take a position at the Bureau of Fisheries (later to become the Fish and

Wildlife Service), in the employ of which she remained from 1935 to
1952.7 By then, she was gaining recognition as a fine science writer by
both scientists and the literati; and it was during this time that her liter-
ary career took off, She believed that there was “no separate literature of
science. The aim of science is to discover and illuminate truth. And that,
I take it, is the aim of literature.”19 Her first book, Under the Sea-Wind,
was published in 1941, followed by the immensely popular The Sea
Around Us in 19571, and The Edge of the Sea in 1955.11 These works and
others brought her numerous awards, and literary as well as scientific
praise.12 While her writing was noted for scientific clarity combined with
poetic expression, her sense of humor, noted by friends and in her letters,
was not reflected in her published works. She evidently felt that if she, as
a woman, was to be taken seriously as a writer of science, humor should
not interfere. When some readers could not believe that a woman wrote
The Sea Around Us, she commented, prophetically, given the forthcom-
ing reaction to Silent Spring, “Among male readers, there was a reluc-
tance to acknowledge that a woman could have dealt with a scientific
subject.”13

By 1952, she was able to buy a cottage on the Maine coast near her
beloved ocean, and devote full time to her writing. It was here that her
friendship with Dorothy and Stanley Freeman was formed, which
enriched her remaining years;!4 it was along the Maine Coast where parts
of Silent Spring would be written. She was preoccupied with the need to
care for her adopted son, the child of her deceased niece; as well as her
mother, who died in 1958, over some of this period.! But by that year
she had decided that pesticide poisoning would be her next focus.

She had been aware of DDT and its potential for ecological disruption
since 1944, and had joined other scientists in unpopular warnings that it
might not be the panacea, sought since biblical times, that would finally
win the war against the insects. These warnings fell on deaf ears. After
all, as above, DDT had saved American GIs lives from a typhus epidemic
in Italy during World War II; it had been sorely needed and roundly
praised by the sick, undernourished, and flea-infested Dutch after libera-
tion in 1944. DDT stopped the spread of infection, permitting the Allied
armies to operate, and saved the first crops after the war, establishing
adequate nutrition in Europe.'¢ But numerous communications detailing
the pesticide’s effect on birds and other species, as well as continuing ris-
ing concerns among her colleagues, led her to the decision that this issue
would be the next she addressed.l”

“The time had come,” she reflected later, “when it must be written. We
have already gone very far in the abuse of this planet . . . the ideas had to
be crystallized, the facts had to be brought together in one place . . .


































