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			PREFACE

			Since the early 1990s I have taught undergraduate courses on American environmental history at Emory University. The most dynamic part of this history comes with the decades after World War II. A succession of alarms—about overpopulation, about pollution, about resource depletion, and about climate change—made the environment newsworthy, and these were the years in which an environmental movement developed in the United States. They were also the years in which Congress mandated environmental reforms.

			There are many fine books on aspects of this history, by participants and by historians, but until now there has been no general intellectual history of American environmentalism. When the Penguin Press invited me to write such a book I was glad to accept the offer. My editors, Mally Anderson and Scott Moyers, for whose help I am grateful, wanted me not just to describe and explain the environmental debates of this era but to stake out a clear position. 

			Let me summarize the book’s argument. Industrialization caused most of America’s environmental problems, but they were the side effects of a phenomenal achievement. Industrialization brought widespread prosperity to millions, along with improved health, greater mobility, and greater life expectancy. Americans became concerned about environmental problems in the 1960s not because their situation was getting worse but because it was getting better. Now that they had a generally high standard of living they were no longer content to live with poor air quality, polluted rivers and lakes, and the indiscriminate use of powerful chemicals around their children, food, pets, and vacation haunts.

			In a bipartisan burst of political activity, late in the 1960s and early in the 1970s, their political representatives across the spectrum legislated for improvements in air and water quality, nurture of endangered species, cleanup of contaminated toxic sites, protection for wilderness areas, and the removal of lead from gasoline. The policy objectives embodied in these acts have been largely achieved, with the result that Americans now breathe much cleaner air than their parents and grandparents, can expect longer and healthier lives, have access to more national parks and an improved chance of seeing charismatic animals that have been brought back from the brink of extinction.

			No problem was so menacing during these decades as the possibility of nuclear war. The mood of crisis created by the first atom bombs and the Cold War arms race spread to influence popular ideas on many other issues, including population, resources, and climate change. Two contradictory points of view developed among American thinkers interested in these issues. The pessimistic view, often expressed in crisis rhetoric, was that we were running out of basic necessities and faced a future of constraints, restrictions, and even famines.  Its corollary was that a new approach to life was essential, one that was more Spartan and more conservation-minded. The optimistic view, by contrast, was that human ingenuity could deal with the problems thrown up by economic growth and technical innovation. As a result, said the optimists, we can anticipate continued environmental improvement along with benign economic growth, here and through much of the developing world. The future would present us with genuine problems, but we were becoming ever more capable of solving these problems.

			Each view had, and continues to have, energetic advocates. The arguments on both sides are powerful, often emotional, and freighted with serious policy implications. My own view is that the optimists have been right on most of these questions. Nevertheless, I hope I have given a fair presentation of each side’s views, enabling even readers who disagree with me to learn from the chapters that follow. 

			In addition to explaining the major policy issues, I have followed several interesting byways, such as the work of ecological scientists and philosophers, environmental historians, “deep ecologists” and ecofeminists. Their impact on the political debate was not great but their ways of thinking about the issues have an intrinsic interest and sometimes shed a new and unexpected light on the major controversies. 

			I am grateful for the help and advice of several outstanding colleagues here at Emory, especially Joseph Crespino, Frank Lechner, Jeffrey Lesser, and Tom Rogers. They do not share my views on all of the issues discussed here, but they are friendly and helpful even when, as often happens, they disagree with me. Thanks also to my research assistant Emily Moore, who, as a new college freshman in the fall of 2012, at once took on the arduous task of checking facts and footnotes. Her steadiness and self-discipline match or exceed those of most people twice her age. Any remaining errors are mine, not hers. It is a pleasure to dedicate the book to my friend and former student Ernie Freeberg. Trumping all other debts of gratitude is the one, unpayable even in a lifetime, that I owe to Mrs. Allitt.

		

	
		
			INTRODUCTION

			IN THE SUMMER OF 1945 atom bombs were the ultimate secret weapon. Developed and tested in conditions of maximum security in a New Mexico desert camp, they destroyed Hiroshima and Nagasaki that August and ended World War II. In the summer of 1946 a new set of atom bomb tests was designed to make them the ultimate public weapon. Three bombs would be detonated in front of movie cameras, journalists, members of Congress, and selected international VIPs at Bikini Atoll in the Pacific Ocean’s Marshall Islands. Code-named Operation Crossroads, the display would show the world just how much destructive power America now possessed. The spectacle would intimidate and deter potential aggressors, especially the Soviet Union. The islands’ 167 inhabitants were evacuated and given a promise that they could return home later.1

			But Operation Crossroads did not go according to plan. The two blasts, “Able” (aboveground) and “Baker” (underwater), were less destructive than some scientists and generals had hoped, damaging but not sinking many of the captured German and Japanese warships anchored nearby. On the other hand, the irreversible radioactive contamination of these ships, and the deaths of the trial animals caged on board, demonstrated the bombs’ sinister aftereffects. Right after Baker, sailors were sent aboard the damaged ships to clean up, wearing no protective gear. “Out of the four hours we spent on her [the USS Hughes], two were spent vomiting and retching as we all became violently ill,” wrote one. A medical official on the scene, aware of the danger and dismayed by military negligence, reported that senior navy officers took “a blind, hairy-chested approach to matters of radiological safety.” The third bomb test was postponed.2

			Hydrogen bombs tested at the same site in the early 1950s were literally hundreds of times more powerful than the Crossroads blasts, and these tests too bore witness to the danger of fallout. Mistakes in weather forecasting and an unexpectedly powerful explosion led radioactive ash and debris from the Castle Bravo test in 1954 to rain down on 28 Americans, 236 natives of the Marshall Islands, and the crew of a Japanese fishing boat, the Fukuryu Maru (“Lucky Dragon”), which had not been alerted to the danger. Even though the boat was one hundred miles from the detonation site, its crew suffered horribly: “skin discolored and blistered, hands swelled and ached, hair loosened and fell out, eyes and ears oozed a thick yellow secretion.” One of them died. The Japanese tuna catch was dangerously radioactive for several weeks, but much of the fish had been sold before American officials notified Japanese authorities of the danger.3

			After the Lucky Dragon fiasco, controversy broke out among American scientists as to just how dangerous nuclear fallout was. Nuclear physicists and the Atomic Energy Commission (AEC), whose main concern was to build and test the bombs in the context of the Cold War rivalry against the Soviet Union, downplayed its seriousness. The AEC routinely issued statements, in the Pacific and during comparable tests in Nevada, that radioactivity posed no significant health hazard. Biologists, by contrast, emphasized not only that it was serious, but that it could cause genetic mutations that would be felt for generations to come.4

			The ecological effect of these tests on the Bikini Islands themselves, meanwhile, was catastrophic. The second 1946 blast, Baker, detonated beneath the surface, killed all the fish in the atoll’s lagoon, and destroyed its coral reefs. Most of the vegetation died and the topsoil was showered with radioactive debris. The islands remained so contaminated after a decade of tests that even twenty-five years later an attempt at resettlement failed. It caused a high incidence of cancer, birth defects, and accumulations of radiation in the Bikinians’ bodies, prompting most to abandon the hope of ever returning. Nuclear fallout, despite being tasteless, colorless, odorless, and invisible, was a fearsome killer. Subsequent studies confirmed that men and women too close to atom bomb detonations, caught there by accident or placed there by design, suffered high rates of radiation sickness and lethal cancers.5

			Nuclear weapons were paradoxical in many ways. Their explosive power was blatant while their contamination effects were insidious. They were brilliant as technical achievements but horrifying in their indiscriminate destructiveness. The history of the ensuing decades would show that, unlike all previous weapons, they really were too powerful to use, but the threat of using them could paralyze potential enemies. Deterrence policy itself depended on further paradoxes. First, the Soviet Union had to know what weapons the United States possessed—secrecy here would be counterproductive. Second, the Soviets had to believe that the United States would in fact use the bombs when the time came. Their deterrent effect, in other words, depended on showing a willingness to use them as the best way of making sure not to.

			This paradoxical quality in nuclear weapons applied to plenty of other issues in the years after World War II. Science and technology, after all, had made great strides in the foregoing century, improving standards of living for nearly everyone, creating devices that made life longer, safer, and more enjoyable than ever before. But they had also caused pollution, stress, urban blight, suburban sprawl, car accidents, plane crashes, feelings of anomie and alienation, and all the characteristic miseries of modernity.

			Citizens dismayed by nuclear weapons—and aware that other aspects of industrial civilization were a mixed blessing—also knew that the genie could not be put back in the bottle. It was no more possible to destroy the knowledge on which nuclear weapons were based than it was possible to uninvent the blast furnace, the textile factory, or the internal combustion engine. However, it was possible to regulate this scientific and technological world. Managing the industrial economy, and striving to mitigate its adverse side effects, was essential.

			This was the setting in which the American environmental movement developed. Growing numbers of citizens came to see that economic growth, while usually desirable, could never be a modern society’s sole objective. Sometimes it must be forgone for the sake of other aims. Beautiful but vulnerable landscapes needed to be protected from agricultural and industrial degradation. National and state parks, national forests, wildlife preserves, and industrial regulation to prevent the contamination of air, water, and land were essential. Peaceful uses of nuclear power, if there were any, would have to be nurtured in conditions of safety and public accountability.

			Debates, disputes, and controversies on a wide range of environmental issues characterized the decades after World War II. In the wake of nuclear fears came new anxieties. In the baby boom years of the 1950s and 1960s, academics, politicians, and the press worried that overpopulation might create famines and mass starvation, not just in the developing world but in Western Europe and the United States. In the early sixties Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring catalyzed a growing awareness that chemical pollution was threatening the natural world, killing wildlife, and entering the human food chain, contaminating even the milk of nursing mothers. In the seventies, antinuclear activists asserted that nuclear power stations, far from benevolently turning nuclear swords into plowshares, were also a menace, that a meltdown could kill thousands of innocent people, and that spent nuclear fuel rods could not be disposed of safely. Our profligate nation, said environmental economists in those years, was running out of oil and other natural resources, such that we faced a poorer, bleaker, and more constrained economic future. Anxieties about human-induced climate change began in the 1970s and intensified in the ensuing decades.

			Every one of these problems was, of course, real. But it is clear, with the advantage of hindsight, that few were catastrophic. None could match nuclear weapons as potential bringers of apocalypse. Population was rising, but by the time it prompted headlines, the rate of growth was already slowing. Meanwhile, the global food supply was rising even faster than the population, steadily improving the world’s food-to-population ratio. Factories were producing high levels of pollution in the form of smoke and chemical waste, but a series of clean air and water acts in the 1970s from a responsive Congress inaugurated a sustained and largely successful cleanup. Poorly monitored nuclear power stations were potentially dangerous, but even the worst civilian nuclear power station accident of the era in the United States, at Three Mile Island in 1979, killed no one. The world’s climate was changing—cooling slightly in the 1960s and early 1970s and warming slightly after that—but these were incremental changes on a planet whose climate had been shifting for millennia.

			This book is a history of these environmental concerns and the controversies and debates that swirled around them. I argue that the mood of crisis that surrounded a succession of environmental fears was usually disproportionate to the actual danger involved. Industrial America faced myriad environmental problems, but most of them were manageable problems. What’s more, they were the kind of problems that grow out of success, not failure. They became news in an era of rapidly growing national and individual wealth, rising family incomes, improved health, and increased longevity. In no other era in world history had newborns faced such favorable prospects for long and healthy lives. Never before had the United States been such a prosperous place to live. Some environmental problems were noticed only because of an extraordinarily high degree of technological sophistication, which included the development of instruments that could detect trace contaminants in the atmosphere down to a few parts per billion. A society capable of noticing such problems was also capable of remedying them.

			Why, then, were there so many alarms? If nuclear dread is part of the background answer, media sensationalism stands squarely in the foreground. To sell newspapers, to attract viewers, and to sell advertising, commercial media companies had an incentive to exaggerate. The science that spurred these alarms was usually extremely complicated. Only when it was simplified could nonspecialist readers grasp its meaning. Only when scientists’ cautious conclusions were turned into thrilling headlines predicting disaster would citizens take notice.

			Contributing to the mood of crisis was the fact that environmental scientists wanted their work to be noticed. They understood the benefits of publicity. Convinced that their research was significant and their findings potentially ominous, they had an incentive not simply to report their conclusions but to cultivate relationships with journalists and politicians. Many did so. From the 1950s onward, scientists debated among themselves the pros and cons of becoming directly engaged in environmental policy making. Many of them concluded that they should play a direct role, but then struggled to prevent it from impairing their scientific objectivity.

			Furthermore, a sense of environmental crisis served the interests of a growing number of people whose livelihoods depended on it. The rapid growth of the Environmental Protection Agency after its creation in 1970 turned several thousand federal employees into stakeholders in the idea of an environmental crisis. They were joined by thousands more in the Department of the Interior, the Department of Energy, the Fish and Wildlife Service, the Forest Service, the National Park Service, and by thousands of university and nonprofit workers dedicated to environmental concerns. While of course their efforts stemmed from good intentions, they were nevertheless responsible for spreading and sustaining the idea of an environmental crisis, which helped secure, fund, and justify their work.

			The leaders of the Sierra Club, Wilderness Society, Audubon Society, Izaak Walton League, Friends of the Earth, Greenpeace, and other environmental organizations likewise understood that their memberships would swell in the face of dramatic bad news. To broadcast reassuring, upbeat stories of environmental progress—of which there could have been plenty after 1970—would have been to diminish the sense of crisis on which they thrived. They had an incentive to encourage the idea that they stood as guardians of a natural world under threat from the forces of rapacity and greed. In their search for new recruits and political influence, they had an equally obvious incentive to exaggerate the danger posed by each new problem.

			Also contributing to the growing mood of environmental alarm was the spread of counterculture values in the 1960s and 1970s. American mainstream culture valued material comfort and was phenomenally successful in achieving it. The counterculture, by contrast, stressed simplicity, warned against hubris, and relished the humbling of the mighty. It also channeled elements of America’s old agrarian tradition, including a veneration of life lived close to the land and in harmony with nature. It channeled elements of America’s old religious and political traditions too, condemning greed, vice, and luxury. Environmental and counterculture rhetoric sometimes echoed Puritan jeremiads, sermons rebuking a society that had turned away from virtue in a sinful quest for wealth. Where once vengeance would have come from an angry God, now it would come from an overstressed natural world.

			But not everyone was convinced by stories of a world in crisis. In the face of this escalating series of environmental alarms, an opposition began to crystallize. It was made up of business interests that feared that restrictive legislation would reduce profitable enterprises or give an edge to foreign competitors. It also included scientists who doubted their colleagues’ conclusions and questioned the accuracy of their grim future projections. Some politicians shrank from passing legislation that would impede economic growth; they opposed excessive federal regulation. Conservative economists shared these fears. Their understanding of recent history led them to believe that as societies grow wealthier, they become more resilient and more capable of solving their problems, including those relating to the environment. Accordingly, they believed that future prospects were bright and would be all the brighter so long as economic growth continued apace.

			This opposition did not deny the existence of environmental problems, but rather the idea of an environmental crisis. In the 1980s it found a political place for itself in the Republican Party. Its first famous (or notorious) spokespersons were James Watt, President Reagan’s secretary of the interior, and his EPA administrator Anne Gorsuch. Already jaded by a succession of false alarms, some antienvironmentalists began to doubt even the evidence of genuine problems, or to minimize them when evidence was ambiguous. Believers in a severe environmental crisis, conversely, gathered around the Democratic Party, taking Tennessee senator (and later vice president) Al Gore as their principal spokesperson.

			Political polarization around environmental questions after 1980 had important consequences that we can still feel today. In the 1960s and 1970s Democrats and Republicans had collaborated to pass clean air and clean water acts, to create the Environmental Protection Agency, and to set aside more land as national parks and national wilderness areas. Since then the general polarization of American politics has mirrored the polarization of environmental politics. By 2014 bipartisan cooperation on the environment had become almost impossible. It was, for example, a standard part of a politician’s identity as a Democrat to affirm the gravity of global warming, and a standard part of a Republican’s identity to deny that the phenomenon even existed.

			My purpose in writing this book is to explain how the environmental debates and controversies developed, why exaggeration and distortion were so widespread, why apparent environmental crises sometimes disappeared or diminished, why the two sides became so rancorous toward each other, and how this rancor and polarization made sensible policy approaches difficult. The continuing polarization is unfortunate. Advocates of environmental concern and their critics for decades have attributed to one another the worst possible motives. Environmentalists see their critics as greedy special interest groups that show no signs of conscience as they plunder the earth. Counterenvironmentalists, by contrast, see their adversaries as the enemies of economic growth whose plans will stop social progress and stifle initiative under an avalanche of bureaucratic regulation. There may be a germ of truth in both views, but more than a germ of falsehood too. It would be more accurate to say that both groups have an idea of how the world should develop in the future to increase human happiness and welfare. Each group regards the other group’s plans as certain to prevent the realization of that future.

			The best way to understand America’s current environmental situation is to study its history. Our history shows, for example, that industries did pollute until they were legally prohibited from doing so, and that many of them set about cleaning up only when forced to do so. The history of this process also shows that once the laws were in place, pollution decreased steadily and was not accompanied by a wave of industrial bankruptcies. On the contrary, compliance with environmental legislation created countless new entrepreneurial opportunities. Rivers and lakes that had turned into sewers regained their vitality. Cities that had been plagued by smog became steadily cleaner even though their populations and the number of vehicles on their streets continued to increase. Toxic lead levels in the atmosphere diminished sharply once leaded gasoline was phased out by 1976 legislation. Americans’ life expectancy continued to increase as general levels of health, nutrition, safety, and welfare improved. One lesson to learn from this experience, surely, is that regulation can be effective and should continue. Another is that regulation and environmental improvement are compatible with economic growth.

			The historical record also shows that Americans are not so mercenary as some environmentalists seem to think. Support for protecting endangered species and their habitats, for example, has remained popular from the 1970s right up to the present, even though it is costly and difficult. Many species once on the brink of extinction, including wolves, alligators, mountain lions, and bald eagles, have revived and now flourish. A hitherto unknown fish, the snail darter, won tens of thousands of friends when its habitat was threatened by the building of a Tennessee dam in the 1970s. An even bigger constituency favored protecting spotted owls in the Pacific Northwest when their welfare threatened forestry workers’ livelihood in the 1980s and 1990s. When a mountain lion killed a jogger in Boulder, Colorado, in 1991, most of the city’s citizens nevertheless continued to support plans to protect the lions’ habitat and to begin a population recovery project. In all these cases the political resolution of the issue could not and did not please all parties, but it also demonstrated that the forces of economic growth would not always prevail.

			Considering environmental issues in light of their history enables us to take the long view. Ever since the Neolithic revolution, the invention of agriculture, human groups have been transforming the environment. Agriculture is itself a highly “unnatural” activity, in that it entails replacing the variety of plants that would grow in a given area with just one, and then protecting it against all rivals. It also entails the selective breeding of domesticated animals to enhance particular characteristics such as their yield of milk, wool, leather, and meat. The industrial revolution intensified the human manipulation and transformation of the environment. Industrialization made the world immeasurably richer and brought an array of technologies that were sometimes harmful but much more often benign. Humans and the natural world both proved adaptable to these changes. Industrialization made possible immense improvements in human health and longevity, while providing ordinary people with greater material welfare than their ancestors could even have dreamed of. If it sometimes created potential threats to the natural world, it also provided more and better remedies.

			History also demonstrates that there is a vital link between industrialization, wealth, and environmentalism. Only wealthy societies practice environmental protection on a significant scale. Societies in which most people are poor cannot devote many of their resources to environmental protection—the search for food, clothing, shelter, and work inevitably takes precedence. Wealthy societies like the United States and the nations of Western Europe, by contrast, have secured for most of their people the basic necessities of life. This achievement enables them to devote surplus wealth to fulfillment of other needs, including environmental protection. It is no accident that environmentalism thrived in the United States and Western Europe in the late twentieth century while making little headway in the developing world. It is also no accident that within these wealthy societies affluent people were more interested in environmental protection than poor people. They could afford to devote time and money to the less tangible benefits of environmental protection than their poor fellow citizens, who had more pressing material concerns.

			The close connection between wealth and environmental concern also helps explain different nations’ reactions to the Kyoto Protocol of 1997. This international treaty was designed to reduce the amount of carbon dioxide being pumped into the atmosphere worldwide by industrial nations, and it won the support of many of the wealthiest. India and China, two nations then in the midst of rapid industrialization, insisted on being exempted from the protocol, however, because conforming to its requirements would restrict their ability to grow. Only with economic growth, they argued, could they reach the baseline of decent subsistence for all their people, after which activities like environmental protection could become worthwhile. The paradox was acute; economic growth causes environmental harm, but the only societies that can remedy environmental harm are those that have experienced rapid economic growth. In the early stages, however, it is much better to have “dirty” industrialization than none at all. Industrialization is the only way for societies to overcome mass poverty.

			The United States refused to endorse the Kyoto Protocol if India and China were exempt. By 1997 American environmental skepticism was sufficiently widespread that senators from both major parties could vote against the protocol without feeling that their votes compromised the nation’s future. Perhaps they were right. It if were true that the world’s temperature had been more or less steady for thousands of years, only to be suddenly wrenched upward by human actions in the second half of the twentieth century, that would indeed be cause for very serious alarm. But the reality was otherwise. Historians, archaeologists, biologists, and paleoclimatologists had accumulated overwhelming evidence by the year 2000 to show that the earth’s climate has always been in flux. Even in comparatively recent historic time, distinctly warm periods (such as the one around a thousand years ago in which Greenland really was green, and hosted a colony of Viking dairy farmers) have given way to distinctly cold periods (such as the one around four hundred years ago, when Shakespeare’s generation held an annual winter fair on the hard-frozen River Thames in London, which never freezes now). Human activity could not have caused these fluctuations, so it is reasonable to believe that human activity is not the sole cause of the current temperature rise. Neither does history offer us evidence that these cold and warm periods led to catastrophic disruptions of the kind sometimes predicted for the immediate future.

			These reflections are not meant to imply that there is no need to worry about responding to global warming or increasing levels of atmospheric carbon dioxide. Of course we should be seeking ways to create a world in which economic growth can be achieved with less pollution and fewer greenhouse gases. The history of industrial and technological progress makes it reasonable to think that we can. The first steam engines, after all, were much more efficient, more powerful, and cleaner than horses. They were displaced by steadily more efficient and economical engines with each passing decade. Internal combustion engines went through the same process, becoming more efficient and getting more work out of the fuel consumed as the technology improved. It is true that the number of engines, vehicles, and factories in the world keeps increasing and that the search for new sources of fuel and new kinds of fuel remains vitally important. As heirs of two centuries of phenomenal technological creativity, however, we can be at least guardedly confident that we will develop new technologies in the face of this challenge, along with better fuels to power them.

			Studying the history of environmental debates will, I hope, give readers of this book a better context for understanding each new environmental issue as it emerges. My judgment of these issues and their relative seriousness is based on my experience with the history of ideas and their manipulation. If a scientist hears the claim that global warming is about to transform the world as we know it, he or she is likely to turn to the study of climate. If, on the other hand, an historian hears that global warming is about to transform the world as we know it, he or she is more likely to study the history of claims about the imminent transformation of the world. The historian will discover that claims of imminent disaster have been far more common throughout history than actual shattering transformations—that they are in fact an entirely familiar characteristic of the history of Western civilization.

			For the last four decades professional historians have been writing environmental history, often from the starting point of their own environmentalist sympathies. As a result they have tended to give more credence to environmentalists than to their critics. By being receptive to some counterenvironmentalists’ ideas, I hope I can redress an imbalance and show that their skepticism was sometimes more than a cold and cynical attempt to protect corporate profits.

			In the chapters that follow I will explain the principal environmental controversies of the post–World War II era, beginning with fears of nuclear catastrophe and ending with global warming. I believe this history will demonstrate that America’s environmental problems, though very real, were manageable, that the political system was responsive to them, and that it was able—especially before 1990—to differentiate between the genuine problems and the false alarms. Historians, however much they strive for objectivity, are citizens too, with beliefs and convictions about the world that are likely to shine through their presentation and explanation of the past. I make no secret of the fact that I consider industrial civilization a superb accomplishment, very much worth protecting and improving. Industrialization has harmed the environment while improving life for almost everyone. We have the resources to remedy this harm. 

			
		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			THE SCHIZOPHRENIC FIFTIES

			IN THE LATE 1940S AND 1950S, there was no environmental movement in the United States. A series of controversies from those years, however, foreshadowed the environmental debates of the 1960s and 1970s. The first was the threat posed by nuclear weapons. The American atom bomb attacks on Hiroshima and Nagasaki had demonstrated the technology’s apocalyptic power. Now both sides, the United States and the Soviet Union, built them as quickly as possible as the Cold War intensified. One group of scientists argued for a ban on nuclear weapons tests. They believed that increasing levels of nuclear debris in the atmosphere would precipitate increasing levels of genetic damage and a severe health crisis, even if actual nuclear war could be averted. Advocates of an aggressive development and testing program argued, to the contrary, that the nation’s defense needs outweighed these health concerns and that the public health evidence was inconclusive. But most important, scientists on both sides of the issue involved themselves directly in this political dispute. Anxious citizens contemplated building fallout shelters in their backyards. Popular culture exploited the possibilities of nuclear fallout too; these were the years when Hollywood featured giant mutant ants and beetles stalking the landscape, and comic book artists created nuclear-genetic freaks like the Hulk and Spider-Man.

			A second dispute developed over the idea that the world faced an overpopulation crisis. Despite the fact that more than fifty million people had died in World War II, the rapidly rising population threatened to outstrip the food supply, resulting in famine and political chaos. Demographers disagreed about the gravity of the situation. Some feared the worst, while others argued that new technologies and improved crop strains could meet the challenge of rising numbers. The “green revolution” of the 1950s and 1960s, which yielded much larger harvests than ever before, vindicated the optimists’ belief that the food-to-population ratio would actually improve. Among the most impressive achievements of the postwar era was that famine became increasingly rare despite the astonishing rise in the world’s population. When famine did occur, it was usually in the context of civil wars, in which one side tried to starve the other into submission, or else in the context of ideological fanaticism, such as Mao’s politically induced famine in China during the “Great Leap Forward” (1958–1961).

			In retrospect, there is something schizophrenic about American life in the 1950s. The potential horrors of nuclear war and overpopulation came along with a much higher standard of living than ever before. Suburbs and superhighways made urban areas bigger, but greatly improved the quality of residential life for most citizens. To most Americans, these new suburbs and highways, and the way of life they represented, were triumphant achievements. An intellectual minority, however, decried them. Sociologist David Reisman’s The Lonely Crowd (1950) and novelist John Keats’s The Crack in the Picture Window (1956) were indictments of what their authors saw as a degraded mental and physical landscape, in which conformity and sterility had displaced vitality and individualism.

			Disagreement about whether the urban landscape was improving or worsening was mirrored by disagreement over land use in rural and wilderness areas. Conservation leaders like David Brower of the Sierra Club and Howard Zahniser of the Wilderness Society campaigned for enhanced national protection for areas of spectacular natural beauty. Americans for whom economic development remained more important than conservation made the opposite argument, for continuing to exploit the forests, minerals, landscape, and waterways of the United States, fulfilling the promise of material progress for all. Conservationists, in their view, were obstacles on the road to prosperity.

			NUCLEAR ANXIETIES

			The central argument in favor of the nuclear attacks on Hiroshima and Nagasaki was that ending thousands of Japanese lives saved millions more, Japanese and American. Public reactions in the United States, after initial euphoria, soon began to show signs of ambivalence. American church groups condemned the attacks, while popular books showed American readers just what the weapons entailed. John Hersey’s Hiroshima (1946) followed six inhabitants of the city, including a minister, a seamstress, and two doctors. Its understated prose depicted a shattered landscape, ruined lives, horrible suffering, and the slow and painful deaths of people the bomb had not killed instantly. After its publication in the New Yorker it became a Book-of-the Month Club bestseller, read by tens of thousands. David Bradley’s No Place to Hide (1948), on nuclear weapon development after the war, sold equally well and was serialized in the mass-circulation Reader’s Digest. Bradley argued that “there is no real defense against atomic weapons” and that everyone would suffer from “the invisible poison of radioactivity.”1

			In 1951 nuclear weapons tests began in the Nevada desert. In several instances, citizens living downwind of the test sites were not alerted and were exposed to dangerously high doses of radiation. Rumors of a high incidence of cancer in the little towns of Utah and Nevada in the ensuing years were justified, and would eventually become the basis of a class-action lawsuit against the government. Even in areas of the United States remote from the tests, citizens were urged to prepare for nuclear war, to build fallout shelters, and to have their children practice civil defense drills in school. Three popular films from the era, On the Beach (1959), Dr. Strangelove (1964), and Fail Safe (1964) all ended with nuclear war and the annihilation of millions of people. These nuclear-related fears contributed to a building sense of anxiety, making citizens receptive to the idea that the world around them was full of barely perceptible threats that could suddenly become devastating.2

			Right from the time of the first atom bomb test in New Mexico in 1945, some scientists had opposed their use. The Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, founded by the biophysicist Eugene Rabinowitch (1901–1973) in 1945, struggled to explain the technical and political aspects of nuclear weapons to the general public and to campaign against their proliferation. The cover of the bulletin’s early issues showed a clock whose hands had reached seven minutes to midnight in the countdown to catastrophe. In the 1950s the Bulletin also carried a succession of stories about growing levels of radiation in the atmosphere and their potential link to rising cancer rates. Rabinowitch himself wrote in 1955 that “the long-range genetic danger of exposure of mankind as a whole to low-level, but widespread and persistent radioactivity—the most ominous but least well understood of all dangers of the new age—is only beginning to be dimly perceived.” Peaceful as well as warlike uses of nuclear power, including nuclear power stations and medical X-rays, could contribute to such threats, he noted.3

			A related concern, much discussed in the Bulletin, was the question of scientists’ responsibility to society as a whole. A 1955 London conference, attended by Rabinowitch, Albert Einstein, and philosopher Bertrand Russell, issued the “Russell-Einstein Manifesto,” which called on humanity to recognize that a nuclear war would be a defeat for all parties and would make life on earth all but impossible. It urged scientists to move beyond their parochial loyalties so that they could spread the understanding of this horrible truth as widely as possible. That meeting was followed by a conference in Pugwash, Nova Scotia, in July 1957, which brought together scientists from both sides of the Cold War and issued a statement on the “Social Responsibility of Scientists.” Among its assertions was that scientists should “contribute to the full extent of their opportunities in the formation of national policies.” In many subsequent environmental controversies, culminating in the great global warming debate forty years later, scientists would struggle over the extent to which they should involve themselves in politics and advocate specific policy positions.4

			One prestigious scientist committed to policy involvement was Linus Pauling (1901–1994), a Caltech chemistry professor. A signatory of the Russell-Einstein Manifesto in 1955, Pauling was convinced that atmospheric radiation, even at low levels, caused cancer. In 1957 he and Barry Commoner (1917–2012), a biology professor at Washington University in St. Louis, drafted a petition urging an international ban on nuclear weapons tests. Commoner had come to the issue after discovering rising levels of radioactive materials in children’s teeth, which he took as a sign that everyone was being exposed to growing levels of radioactivity. Pauling and Commoner gathered more than ten thousand signatures for their petition, including those of thirty-five Nobel laureates. Pauling presented the petition to the secretary-general of the United Nations early the next year.5

			Edward Teller (1908–2003), a Hungarian Jewish refugee who had played a leading role in the wartime Manhattan Project, came down on the opposite side of the issue. A passionate anticommunist, Teller argued that natural “background” radiation levels in the atmosphere were already far higher than those caused by atom bomb tests and that national security needs trumped public health concerns on this issue. He and Pauling held a debate on the television station KQED in 1957. Both were talented speakers. One of the issues they debated, the so-called “threshold question,” would remain controversial in subsequent battles over environmental carcinogens. Teller took the view that human beings have evolved to tolerate exposure to radioactive compounds up to a certain threshold level. Pauling argued that there is no threshold, such that every increase of radiation increases the number of cancer victims, the number of genetic mutations, and the number of premature deaths. At the time of their debate, in the late 1950s, the evidence in support of either view was ambiguous.6

			Yet thousands of Americans were convinced that nuclear weapons, ostensibly designed to protect them, were actually threats to their lives and well-being. In a 1957 poll, 52 percent of citizens polled said they believed nuclear fallout to be a danger to their health. That year Norman Cousins and Clarence Pickett founded SANE, the Committee for a Sane Nuclear Policy. It ran newspaper advertisements emphasizing the dangers of fallout, criticized government secrecy (“No contamination without representation”), organized demonstrations, and persuaded prominent figures like pediatrician Benjamin Spock to act as spokespersons. Dagmar Wilson, a children’s book illustrator and SANE member, organized the Women Strike for Peace on November 1, 1961, claiming that no American woman could afford to neglect the nuclear issue. Since radioactive strontium was showing up in children’s milk, it became a preeminent concern for mothers. Wilson delivered a letter for Mrs. Kennedy at the White House and another for Mrs. Khrushchev at the Russian embassy, urging them to use their influence for peace and against nuclear weapons. Fifty thousand women in cities across the country turned out that day to protest against atmospheric testing. They carried signs that read, “End the Arms Race, Not the Human Race.”7
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					Dagmar Wilson and Coretta Scott King lead a Women Strike for Peace antinuclear demonstration in November 1963.

				

			

			President Kennedy witnessed the demonstration and recognized the need to respond politically to rising popular anxiety about nuclear fallout. These events led to the signing of a U.S.-Soviet agreement, the Atmospheric Test Ban Treaty, in 1963. From then on nuclear tests would take place only underground in order to prevent the further dispersal of radioactive debris in the atmosphere. But the far worse threat of all-out nuclear war persisted. Barry Commoner went on to found the Scientists’ Institute for Public Information, trying to ensure that the public was fully informed about health hazards of this kind and that government would not hide dangerous practices behind the plea of national security. He would later become an important shaper of the environmental debates of the 1960s and 1970s.8

			POPULATION AND FOOD

			No war in the history of the world killed more people than World War II. An estimated fifty million or more people died, yet the world’s population was greater when the fighting finished in 1945 than it had been at the outset in 1939. Throughout most of human history, the world’s population had been small, reaching one billion for the first time only after the year 1800. It grew immensely in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries because of improvements in sanitation, nutrition, health, and longevity. Some mid-twentieth-century commentators believed that this massive new population, as it kept increasing, would eat up all available food supplies, then fall victim to famine. They were wrong. One of the most astonishing achievements in human history is that food production since World War II has not only kept up with population increases, but has gained on them. This in an era when world population increased from about two and a half billion in 1950 to about seven billion today.9

			In preindustrial societies, which is to say throughout most of the history of the world, birth rates were very high. Death rates, however, were also high, such that life expectancy was low: many children died before their first birthday, women often died in childbirth, malnutrition was widespread, and epidemic diseases claimed victims of all ages. These patterns changed with the industrial revolution. Birth rates remained high at first, but death rates began to fall, because of improved nutrition, housing, and health care. As a result, the population rose quickly. Eventually birth rates also began to fall, causing the population curve to begin leveling out, but at a much higher level than before. In 1929 American demographer Warren Thompson named this process “demographic transition.” He and other demographers showed that it had happened in Britain, America, and the other industrial societies of Western Europe, and anticipated that it would be repeated in other countries as they went through their own industrial revolutions.10

			But explaining exactly why demographic transition happened was controversial. Reasons included the improvement of contraceptive techniques, women’s tendency to marry later and to have fewer years of fertility, new attitudes toward sex, and the changing idea of children as economic liabilities to industrial families rather than labor assets to farming families. Over the course of the mid- and late twentieth century there was plenty of opportunity to watch demographic transition in action around the world, and despite profound cultural variations in different places, it recurred time and again. The experience of particular countries varied widely, however. In the 1920s and 1930s, for example, France believed its population was too low after the carnage of World War I and tried to stimulate a rise in the birth rate. After World War II, conversely, the American birth rate, which might be expected to be low in a mature industrial society, shot up for a decade and a half in the baby boom.11

			Twentieth-century societies, moreover, were not hermetically sealed off from one another. The actions of developed countries had a profound effect on still developing countries. Humanitarian concern and the search for Cold War allies after World War II led America to begin widespread medical interventions in the developing world. This work could be regarded as a triumph, but writers who were already worried about overpopulation watched in alarm as the population totals of poor countries with high birth rates began to soar. The introduction of life-saving inoculations and vaccines, and the newly found ability to cure malaria, syphilis, yaws, and other chronic killers, were enabling far more children to survive. How could these new millions be fed? American books like Road to Survival (1948) by William Vogt and Our Plundered Planet (1948) by Fairfield Osborn, both of which became bestsellers, lamented the situation and appeared even to regret that so many lives had been saved. Vogt wrote, “In many areas malaria has actually been a blessing in disguise, since a large proportion of the malaria belt is not suited to agriculture and the disease has helped to keep man from destroying it.”12 These writers followed the lead of the English clergyman and economist Thomas Malthus (1766–1834). Malthus had argued in an influential 1798 essay that population is liable always to outstrip food supply because people can reproduce more quickly than the food supply can increase. He concluded that hunger and epidemics were always going to afflict the surplus population, that wages would always be forced down to near starvation levels by surplus labor, and that it was unrealistic to expect a world of universal plenty.13

			The development of effective birth control techniques in the twentieth century, however, held out the possibility that population growth might be brought under control by human ingenuity rather than by “Malthusian” diseases and famines. Early birth control advocates actually called themselves “neo-Malthusians.” By the 1950s, writers and politicians fearful of overpopulation believed that the drastic application of birth control policies worldwide was the alternative to disaster. In Standing Room Only (1955) Karl Sax, a plant biologist and director of the Arnold Arboretum at Harvard, saw it as the only way to avoid mass starvation. Similarly, the novelist Aldous Huxley wrote in Brave New World Revisited (1958) that controlling population was the biggest challenge humanity would face in the coming century.14

			The most forceful advocates of this neo-Malthusian approach in the 1950s were the Planned Parenthood Federation (PPF) and the Rockefeller Foundation, both of which wanted American foreign aid to include the export of contraceptives—and contraceptive education—to poor countries. In 1959, a committee established by President Eisenhower even recommended to Congress that American foreign aid should be given only to nations that also accepted birth control and a pledge to reduce their populations.15

			But Malthus, after all, had been wrong. No sooner had he made his grim prophecy of inevitable famine and pestilence than a century of unprecedented economic growth began. Population and living standards increased steadily side by side. No industrialized country faced the threat of inadequate food supplies (except briefly, due to enemy action, during the world wars). In fact, the chronic problem of American agriculture by 1900, and ever since, has been overproduction, even though an ever smaller percentage of the American population has made its living through farming.16

			Danish economist Ester Boserup (1910–1999) offered an alternative analysis of food and population. Rather than assume that population rise followed increases in food supply, she argued that the population rise came first, creating the incentive for farmers to seek new and more effective methods. The implication of her work was that the kind of iron limits Malthus had anticipated did not exist, and that human ingenuity was the most important factor in the equation. Economists by the 1950s also generally ignored Malthus and supported population growth, because of its compatibility with sustained economic growth. As more people are born, and as more of them live longer, said the economists, demand for goods grows steadily, as do employment, investment, work opportunities, and wages. Industrialization thrives on population growth. It encourages constant innovation, increases in efficiency, and a more rational approach to each new problem as it emerges.17

			Theories like these led to a wave of optimistic literature about the future in the late 1940s and 1950s, agreeing that population growth was dramatic but offering the reassurance that it would not lead to catastrophe. Geography professor Earl Parker Hanson, for example, argued in New Worlds Emerging (1949) that overpopulation was a relative rather than an absolute concept, depending on a society’s technological achievements. Europe had been relatively overpopulated in 1500, but had responded with a policy of expansion into other parts of the world. Hanson explained how technology was now enabling mankind to farm more areas of the earth than ever before, opening up tropical and arctic lands to productive uses and safeguarding the future of ever larger populations.18

			Similarly, Buckminster Fuller, best known as designer of the geodesic dome, wrote optimistic predictions based on his idea of synergy—that bringing together two complementary products or processes created something better than either could provide alone. In Fuller’s view, the industrial revolution had made the ancient fear of scarcity irrelevant “for the simple reason that, if properly managed and utilized, present industrial and agricultural techniques could easily provide not only enough of everything for every living inhabitant of the earth but ample means for a much larger population.” He also coined the term “ephemeralization,” by which he meant the human capacity to make constant improvements in efficiency and economy, creating superior products while using fewer raw materials than ever.19

			Agronomists after World War II were working in ways that justified Hanson’s and Fuller’s optimism and that conformed to Boserup’s ideas. The twentieth century had already witnessed phenomenal improvements in agricultural technology, enabling fewer people to grow, harvest, transport, and process more food than ever before. The invention of chemical pesticides in the 1930s and 1940s, of which DDT was, ironically, the most effective and most heralded, sharply diminished farmers’ losses to crop pests, greatly increasing harvests and yields per acre.20

			In the 1940s and 1950s Norman Borlaug and other pioneers of what came to be called the “green revolution” developed a series of hybridized crops: first wheat, and later corn and rice. They discovered ways to help plants ripen more quickly, increase their hardiness and resistance to rust in various climate conditions, and increase their yield per acre. These “dwarf” varieties had shorter stems, which made the plants less likely to “lodge” (fall over before harvest), while a greater percentage of the volume and weight of each plant was concentrated in the grains themselves. The export of these new varieties to Mexico, India, the Philippines, and other parts of Asia favorably transformed food-to-population ratios there in the 1960s and 1970s, heralding an unprecedented increase in food production. India was finally able to feed itself and even to begin exporting food.21
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					Norman Borlaug, the plant physiologist whose work contributed to increasing food yields worldwide, displaying his Nobel Prize in 1970.

				

			

			The phrase “population explosion” was used occasionally in American media during the 1950s. Just as for some Americans the campaign against nuclear fallout represented their first step toward environmentalism, so others became active in the Planned Parenthood Federation, thinking not just of their own families but of the welfare of a world threatened by overpopulation. The notion caught on more widely after CBS screened a television documentary, The Population Explosion, in 1959. The New York Times praised the film for explaining the exponential rise in world population and for reviewing some of the possible remedies. But its critics, most notably Catholics (who comprised about a third of the American population), condemned the show, and the whole notion of a population explosion, as alarmist propaganda for birth control programs. They noted that continuing rises in food productivity per acre were leading to the withdrawal of farmland from production in the Midwest, and ended by declaring that increases in the food supply were “almost unlimited in potential.” The U.S. State Department, quoting a United Nations report, confirmed that the rate of increase of food production was outstripping the rate of population growth, creating the prospect of large food surpluses in the coming decades.22

			THE NATURAL WORLD

			A group of influential American nature writers rose to prominence in the 1940s and 1950s. Echoing the arguments of Barry Commoner and Linus Pauling, they warned that human blunders could easily upset a delicate natural equilibrium, with very severe consequences. In their view, humanity had become a destructive force by transforming the natural environment and setting off chains of unanticipated consequences. The natural world would support only a population that treated it with respect, they argued, and would avenge itself against a species that abused it.

			Among these nature writers, none would have a more lasting impact on later generations of environmentalists than Aldo Leopold, a game management professor at the University of Wisconsin and onetime Forest Service worker. His Sand County Almanac (1949) was one of the first popular books to link the love and appreciation of nature to the need for ecological awareness. “Ecology,” in Leopold’s era, was the scientific study of the interplay between living things and their environment, a science that was rapidly gaining in sophistication and complexity. His work contributed to giving the word “ecology” its later meaning, with its connotations of environmental sensitivity. The first half of the Almanac, describing the natural world on Leopold’s Wisconsin farmstead over the course of one year, evokes the pleasure he takes from witnessing the reawakening of dormant creatures in spring or splitting firewood on a cold February morning. Leopold experiences an almost mystical sense of connection to the landscape, in passages that link him to the long tradition of American nature writing stretching back to William Bartram, Henry David Thoreau, John Muir, and many others.23

			But Leopold also takes on more theoretical matters. He warns against thinking of the natural world as something that can be manipulated at will for human convenience. In a passage on predator-prey relationships he recounts an experiment, in which he had participated, of killing all the predators on the Kaibab Plateau of Arizona (wolves, coyotes, mountain lions) in order to safeguard domesticated livestock. This culling had the unforeseen effect of letting the area’s deer population swell to unmanageable proportions. They bred freely, stripped the area of vegetation, and then died off in large numbers from starvation. The episode had taught him, he wrote, not only that there is an intrinsic dignity in the life of all creatures, “pests” included, but also that human meddling can destroy an ecological balance built up over the centuries. Elsewhere he deplores the persistence of ecological ignorance in hunters and fishermen. “Recreational development,” wrote Leopold, “is a job not of building roads into lovely country but of building receptivity into the still unlovely human mind.”

			In the book’s final essay, “The Land Ethic,” Leopold urges his readers to expand their understanding of community. There was a time, he wrote, when slaves were excluded and could be treated merely as property. The abolition of slavery marked a great advance for humanity in widening the ethical circle. Now it must be widened again to include the nonhuman living things, and even the nonliving surroundings of our world. The human approach to the land must no longer be governed solely by economic considerations. He offered a maxim: “A thing is right when it tends to preserve the integrity, stability, and beauty of the biotic community. It is wrong when it tends otherwise.” This maxim became a benchmark principle for generations of environmentalists while the essay itself became a foundational text for the discipline of environmental ethics.24

			Marjory Stoneman Douglas, a Florida newspaper editor, also writing in the late 1940s, eulogized her state’s immense wetlands in Everglades: River of Grass (1947). Eager like Leopold to reeducate her fellow citizens, she urged them to look at the area not as a great malarial swamp, to be drained and transformed into farms and suburbs, but as a pricelessly beautiful place, “one of the unique regions of the earth, remote, never wholly known.” She lamented the way in which, since the 1920s, thoughtless development projects, sugarcane plantations, drainage canals, golf course construction, and uncontrolled burns had destabilized the environment, menacing fish and animal populations. That in turn had led to the intrusion of salt water into previously freshwater and brackish zones, killing orchards and sending a warning that to tamper with a delicate environment is to invite retaliation. Resorting to the same metaphor as the nuclear scientists, she titled her last chapter “The Eleventh Hour,” insisting that only a drastic combination of political intervention and human self-restraint could save the area from annihilation. Her narrative, of an Eden-like place gradually degraded by greedy mankind, yet even now susceptible to rescue, would be repeated in hundreds of subsequent narratives about threatened wild places.25

			Another popular nature writer of the era was Rachel Carson (1907–1964). She had a particular gift for presenting complicated biological issues in a straightforward way to general audiences. Carson won a wide following for her trilogy of books about coastal ecosystems, which blended zoology with a poetic evocation of seaside birds, animals, and plants. Under the Sea Wind (1941), The Sea Around Us (1951), and The Edge of the Sea (1955) were so successful that during the 1950s she was able to give up an administrative job at the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and become a full-time writer. The Sea Around Us won the National Book Award in 1952, and a film documentary based on it won an Oscar the following year.26

			Carson shared Leopold’s and Douglas’s sense of wonder at the variety of nature and the intricate evolutionary adaptations different creatures had made to their environments. She too warned against human folly and hubris in transforming the natural world. “In all the world of living things,” she wrote in The Sea Around Us, “it is doubtful whether there is a more delicately balanced relationship than that of island life to its environment.” She also knew how easily these precarious arrangements could be broken. The arrival of men on previously undisturbed islands usually spelled catastrophe. “Man has written one of his blackest records as a destroyer on the oceanic islands. He has seldom set foot on an island that he has not brought about disastrous change . . . Upon species after species of island life, the black night of extinction has fallen.” Her combination of informative exposition with this type of emotionally charged language elevated Carson, by the early 1960s, to the status of an environmental prophet. When her Silent Spring appeared in 1962 she already had a primed and receptive audience.27

			A fourth influential nature writer of the 1950s was Sigurd Olson (1899–1982), a professor of biology and ecology at Ely Junior College, Minnesota, and a summer canoe guide in the maze of lakes that mark the U.S.-Canadian boundary. His first two books, The Singing Wilderness (1956) and Listening Point (1958), became bestsellers, suggesting a developing constituency of readers eager for nature writing. Olson’s writing, even more than Leopold’s, blended ecological insight with a sense of mystical awe. To read Olson is to believe that the everyday world disappears completely when you commune with special remote places. Of moments spent on the high ground named Listening Point, he wrote: “[W]hat I have known there is one of the oldest satisfactions of man, that when he gazed upon the earth and sky with wonder, when he sensed the first vague glimmerings of meaning in the universe, the world of knowledge and spirit was opened to him.” Children have this sense innately, he believed, but the humdrum reality of life knocks it out of them. In untouched places of great natural beauty we can perhaps recover them. “From this one place I would explore the entire North and all life, including my own . . . For me it would be a listening-post from which I might even hear the music of the spheres.”28
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					Sigurd Olson, Minnesota canoe guide, author, and president of the Wilderness Society, 1963–1971.

				

			

			To have such monstrosities as motorized boats or aircraft in this primitive wilderness was not just an annoyance to Olson but a desecration, and he devoted much of his later life to securing inclusion of the Boundary Waters Canoe Area under the provisions of the 1964 Wilderness Act. In another essay from Listening Point, “The Whistle,” however, he admitted that he was capable of appreciating the wilderness only because he was part of civilization, many of whose principles and conveniences he valued highly. Olson understood that wilderness and civilization were two aspects of the same reality. “Only through my own personal contact with civilization had I learned to value the advantages of solitude.” Like many wilderness advocates, indeed, he valued nature in part as a therapeutic or psychological resource for overstimulated urban Americans.29

			Olson later became president of the Wilderness Society. He, like all of these nature writers, helped create a constituency for the environmental organizations that were to play a vital role in the politics of the late twentieth century. In the 1950s the most important of these organizations was the Sierra Club. Founded at the end of the nineteenth century by John Muir, it had campaigned for the protection of Yosemite National Park and for the creation of new national parks at Mount Rainier and Glacier. After the San Francisco earthquake of 1906, the club had led a protest movement against the building of a reservoir, Hetch Hetchy, inside Yosemite National Park. Although it lost that campaign, under Muir’s guidance it generated immense popular sympathy for the principles of preserving wild areas of special natural beauty and for keeping national parks off-limits for development-oriented projects.

			After Hetch Hetchy, the Sierra Club had become, essentially, a mountaineers’ club for the next forty years. When David Brower became its executive director in 1952, however, it resumed and intensified its earlier role as a lobbying organization. Brower, like Muir, believed in the quasi-religious sanctity of wilderness, and was a tireless campaigner. Starting in 1954, he created a coalition of wilderness organizations to prevent the Bureau of Reclamation from building the proposed Echo Canyon Dam in Dinosaur National Monument, on the Colorado-Utah boundary. The reservoir behind it would have obliterated canyons of spectacular natural beauty on the Green and Yampa Rivers. The club’s leaders addressed congressional committees to prove the economic folly of the project. They also undertook an ambitious publication program, using some of the nation’s greatest photographers, including Ansel Adams, and some of its greatest writers, including Wallace Stegner, to show Americans the beauty of a place that was now threatened with flooding. The coalition led by Brower and the Sierra Club finally succeeded in persuading Congress to specify, in the Colorado River Storage Project Act of 1956, that “no dam or reservoir constructed under the authorization of the act shall be within any National Park or Monument.”30

			The Sierra Club’s approach to preservation did not go uncontested. It seemed nonsensical to the officers of the Bureau of Reclamation and its energetic commissioner Floyd Dominy. It was obvious to Dominy that dams and reservoirs brought benefits that far outweighed the drawbacks. They offered flood control, hydroelectric power, and steady water supplies in Western areas that suffered seasonal droughts. Without them, he believed, such cities as Tucson, Phoenix, and Las Vegas could scarcely ever have been more than dusty desert villages. Dominy was born on a Nebraska farm in the High Plains, homesteaded by his grandfather in the 1870s. In childhood he had been thrilled by the building of dams and irrigation works that helped farmers in that region of marginal rainfall. Witnessing the Dust Bowl and drought of the 1930s had intensified his conviction that life in the American West demanded the careful control and use of every drop of water. As a county agent in Wyoming he had helped farmers dam local streams and assure their cattle a year-round water supply. Now he was head of a large federal bureau that felt a constant need to justify its existence
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