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The more clearly we can focus our attention on the wonders and realities of the universe about us, the less taste we shall have for destruction.

—Rachel Carson, accepting the John Burroughs medal (1952)

When will people fully understand and accept the obligation to the future—when will they behave as custodians and not owners of the earth?

—Rachel Carson to Stewart Udall, November 12, 1963
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Preface

As I sit at my office desk at home in Austin, Texas, my bookshelves are packed with conservation histories. But across the room, I see arresting images on TV of California firefighters at Yosemite struggling to prevent some of the world’s oldest giant sequoias from burning. Amid the western slopes of the Sierra Nevada, John Muir’s hallowed Mariposa Grove, with its 200-foot trees, is right now in the path of the 4,200-acre Washburn Fire and swathed in columns of menacing white smoke. The big trees, as Muir called them, could normally withstand fire due to their thick, moist bark. Now, with warmer annual temperatures and sustained droughts, their bark is thinner, drier, and less able to keep the giant sequoias protected when they’re threatened.

Human-caused climate change is now everywhere, evident even in the bark of two-thousand-year-old trees. Massive wildfires have become so routine around Yosemite that visitors arriving at all four entrances are greeted by the charred reminders of the ongoing catastrophe. What California is experiencing isn’t a series of freak global-warming events, and Yosemite isn’t an anomaly. This is the new normal, courtesy of our nation’s—indeed, the world’s—addiction to fossil fuels. Here in Austin, it’s a brutal 110º Fahrenheit (about 43º Celsius)—while I sit inside, hiding in air-conditioned comfort from the weather, from nature, from my typically active life outdoors. Triple-digit heat has led to poor air quality, which exacerbates my asthma.

Writing Silent Spring Revolution during these drastic years of climate danger has been a long, affecting adventure, but one that buoyed my spirits over our current predicament. Exactly sixty years ago, Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring exposed the dangers of pesticides, turned environmentalism into a public health crusade, and helped galvanize a whole new generation of “green” activists. During the Long Sixties (1960–1973), this Silent Spring generation inspired three presidents to heroic environmental action and moved Americans of all stripes to stand up to protect the only planet we have from defilement.

Although it doesn’t constitute a major part of this narrative, I document how John Kennedy, Lyndon Johnson, and Richard Nixon all dealt with climate change. The burning of fossil fuels is the main cause of global warming, as greenhouse gases released into the atmosphere contain the sun’s heat, raising global average temperatures and fueling vicious weather events, including record-shattering heat. Both JFK and LBJ knew about the climate threat, courtesy of high CO2 emissions, but at the time it seemed like a distant problem. White House adviser Daniel Patrick Moynihan went so far as to write President Richard Nixon a memo in 1969 about “the carbon dioxide problem,” warning that the heated planet could cause ice caps to melt and oceans to rise. “Goodbye, New York,” Moynihan wrote. “Goodbye, Washington, for that matter. We have no data on Seattle.”

My journey to write Silent Spring Revolution began with my book The Wilderness Warrior: Theodore Roosevelt and the Crusade for America (2009), which I envisioned as the first of three volumes linking US presidential history (one of my fortes) to three waves of twentieth-century environmental progress and policy: Theodore Roosevelt (1901–1909); Franklin D. Roosevelt (1933–1945); and the Long Sixties triumvirate of Kennedy, Johnson, and Nixon. In The Wilderness Warrior, I described how our twenty-sixth president preserved over 234 million acres of wild America between 1901 and 1909. In Rightful Heritage: Franklin D. Roosevelt and the Land of America (2016), I documented the progressive second wave, in which Secretary of Interior Harold Ickes, Audubon Society–inspired Eleanor Roosevelt, and the US Forest Service’s intrepid mountaineer Bob Marshall acted on FDR’s enthusiasm for preserving treasured landscapes in every state.

Sandwiched in between, I wrote The Quiet World: Saving Alaska’s Wilderness Kingdom 1879–1960 (2011), which focused on the storehouse of natural resources situated in the Last Frontier and chronicled the guardians, from John Muir to Dwight Eisenhower, who campaigned to forever protect the wondrous paradise from Glacier Bay to the Arctic Range. These days the Greenland ice sheet is vanishing much faster than projected, which adds to the rising sea level. Alaska’s Arctic coastline is exposed to more sunshine, which causes intense warming, leading to unprecedented melting of blue-green glaciers and sprawling ice fields. The wild Alaska of The Quiet World, where over 60 percent of our national parks are located, is vanishing. The threatened polar bear has become the symbol for climate change awareness. How will Ursus maritimus survive in perpetuity if its Arctic habitat disappears?

Of all the many books I have written since earning my PhD from Georgetown University back in 1989, I consider these histories, taken together, to be a true cornerstone of my work, merging my presidential history focus with a deep-seated passion for national parks, ecology, and wildlife. (I am not including an additional title of mine from 2006—The Great Deluge: Hurricane Katrina, New Orleans, and the Mississippi Coast—because it is as much a story of political and civic crises as it is a tale of environmental upheaval.)

Silent Spring Revolution, then, completes what I have envisioned as a presidential trilogy, detailing how, after the radioactive shock of Hiroshima, a network of conscientious postwar anti-nuclear and protoenvironmental activists launched a reform-minded revolution and how three very different presidents drove a cascade of remarkable “green” reform measures into American public law.

During that era, trust in the federal government was sky-high before the Vietnam War brought it crashing down. When Kennedy was in office, three-quarters of the public expressed faith in the government; it is down to 18 percent today. Decades of anti-government zealotry, however, have taken a toll, among other things, on US environmental protection funding. Most of the give-and-take backstories of regulatory laws passed by Congress in the Long Sixties—recounted in these pages—were bipartisan initiatives. Democrats and Republicans boldly united to save the Great American Outdoors from further desecration.

Take, for example, the Clean Air Act of 1970, which passed the House by 374 to 1 and the Senate by 74 to 0. Likewise, the Endangered Species Act of 1973 was passed by a 355 to 4 vote in Congress and a 92 to 0 vote in the Senate. That’s roughly the way visionary environmental laws were enacted throughout the Kennedy, Johnson, and Nixon years. A lot of wrangling, frustration, and tireless negotiating eventually led to the introduction of well-reasoned bills on Capitol Hill, which were passed under the stalwart leadership of such conservationists as Senator Henry M. Jackson (D-Washington) and Thomas Kuchel (R-California).

Just about all of Washington’s power players in the Long Sixties seized on any last-gasp opportunities at hand to preserve America’s precious natural resources; embrace a high standard for quality of life; and deliver clean air and clean water bills to demanding constituents. Because the public insisted on a greener tomorrow, three presidents embraced environmental regulation as administration hallmarks. “Our resources will not be protected without the concern and help of every private citizen,” President Kennedy warned at the National Wildlife Federation (NWF) headquarters opening in Washington, DC, in 1961. “By mobilizing private efforts through the organization, you are helping not only to develop the wildlife resources of our country—but you are helping to create that kind of America of open spaces, of fresh water, a green country—a place where wildlife and natural beauty won’t be despoiled—where increasing urbanized population can still go to the country, can still turn back the clock of our civilization and find the material and spiritual strength upon which our greatness as a country depends.”

President Kennedy, under the rubric of the New Frontier, negotiated with the Soviet Union and Great Britain for the banning of atmospheric and underwater testing of nuclear weapons after the Cuban Missile Crisis. His administration also thoughtfully embraced the anti-pesticide findings of Carson’s Silent Spring as the scientific data ended up supporting her assertions. On July 23, 1962, at a famous press conference, Kennedy sought to tame the chemical industry’s outrage toward “Miss Carson’s book.” The words he offered from his bully pulpit were meant to discourage rising corporate attacks on Carson, the brave former US Fish and Wildlife Service employee who had once deemed oceans “the great mother of life” and spoke truth to power about the scourge of pesticides. Silent Spring began with a doomsday description of a fictional American town doused in DDT, which eerily could be various climate-affected zones of contemporary times: “Then a strange blight crept over the area, and everything began to change. Some evil spell had settled on the community: mysterious maladies swept to flocks of chickens; the cattle sickened and died. Everywhere was a shadow of death.”

That September, when Silent Spring triggered a crusade against DDT, there was no environmental policy-making in the modern sense. It was still the conservation movement of Theodore Roosevelt, John Muir, and Gifford Pinchot that held national sway, in all its preservation and wise-use variations. And while the Cold War conservation community had its bipartisan Wilderness Warriors such as Senator Frank Church (D-Idaho) and Representative John Saylor (R-Pennsylvania) in the 1960s, these lawmakers focused primarily on conserving pristine land for outdoor recreationists. It was Rachel Carson, full stop, who, in an urgent, visceral way, sparked an eco-revolution with Silent Spring by connecting Rooseveltian preservation with public health concerns about the pesticide DDT. Carson, the galloping Paul Revere of Earth stewardship, warned Americans that, depending on the communities in which they lived, their children weren’t safe playing on grassy lawns or netting crawfish in creeks or even wandering in a field of yellow wildflowers.

In the wake of Silent Spring, Lyndon Johnson upgraded New Conservation as a White House priority. With his own Texas Hill Country as his idyllic foundation—sixty miles from where I sit in Austin—and his wife, Lady Bird, urging him onward, he established thirty-five national parks, most within an easy commute of big cities. His environmental protection and beautification efforts were epic: the Land and Water Conservation Fund Act, the Water Quality Act, the Highway Beautification Act, the National Historic Preservation Act, the Clean Water Restoration Act, Air Quality Act, the National Trails Act, and the establishment of the Canyonlands (Utah), North Cascades (Washington), Redwood (California), Indiana Dunes (Indiana), Pictured Rocks (Michigan), and Guadalupe (Texas) as new National Park Service units—all in just five remarkable years.

President Johnson’s National Wilderness Preservation System, signed into law on September 3, 1964, saved pristine roadless backcountry from the destruction of bulldozers and steam shovels. Today such wilderness areas constitute about 4.5 percent of the United States’ landmass. “We must maintain the chance for contact with beauty,” Johnson wrote in Presidential Policy Paper No. 3 on November 1, 1964. “When that chance dies a light dies in all of us. We are the creation of our environment. If it becomes filthy and soiled, then the dignity of the spirit and the deepest of our values are in danger.”

Then came President Nixon. To the surprise of the political intelligentsia, the California-bred Republican became a reluctant environmentalist, promoting sewage treatment plants and clean air laws with the consummate skill of a New Dealer. Long before the Watergate scandal destroyed his presidency, the conservative politician shocked liberals by making environmental policy the centerpiece of his remarkable January 22, 1970, State of the Union address. Relying on his White House domestic policy adviser, John Ehrlichman, a smart land and water lawyer from Seattle, Nixon supported the Endangered Species Acts of 1969 and 1973, the Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA), the Marine Mammal Protection Act (MMPA), and many more.

While it’s not as visually exciting as Senator Robert F. Kennedy (D-New York) shooting white-water rapids on the Colorado River or canoeist Sigurd Olson paddling the Boundary Waters of Minnesota and praising the “singing wilderness” in his journals—both recounted here in vivid detail—the culminating event of the Long Sixties ecology zeitgeist was President Nixon’s signing of the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) on New Year’s Day 1970 (at the Western White House in San Clemente, California). The act enshrined a legal foundation for United States environmental policy and required that “any major federal action significantly affecting the quality of human environment” would require an evaluation of the public disclosure of potential environmental impact through a required environmental impact statement (EIS). These goals have become the foundational stones of US environmental law in every administration from Nixon to Biden.

The Silent Spring vanguard really came into its own on July 9, 1970, when Nixon sent reorganized plans to Congress, creating the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) and the National Oceanic Atmospheric Administration (NOAA). Carson, who had passed away from cancer six years before, would have been jubilant: her worries about pesticides, industrial pollution, and ocean protection had finally been taken seriously by the US government. The EPA officially opened its doors that December, with mandates to dispense with the hodgepodge of oversight agencies (the Atomic Energy Commission along with the Departments of Interior; Agriculture; and Health, Education, and Welfare) and streamline federal programs (for radiation standards, air and water pollution, pesticide control, and solid-waste management) under a single umbrella. The EPA was a godsend for a nation struggling with how to juggle the competing interests of economic growth and proper environmental stewardship.

Moreover, it was the EPA that finally banned DDT nationally, ten years after Carson’s book warned of its deleterious effects. William Ruckelshaus, the first EPA administrator, deserves the credit for that one. Investigative panels and committees throughout the decade substantiated the danger of pesticides. Ruckelshaus, in banning DDT, knew he was validating Carson for the ages. “The continued massive use of DDT,” Ruckelshaus said, “posed unacceptable risks to the environment and potential harm to human health.”

Nixon, during his notorious five-and-a-half-year presidency, was a clever Machiavellian chess player when it came to navigating the environment-versus-energy divide. Playing bureaucrats off each other with coldhearted cunning, he was disgruntled about his own EPA ban on DDT because it inflamed cotton growers in the South and ranchers in the West. As Nixon told White House adviser H. R. Haldeman—who recounted the conversation in his unpublished diary entry on June 9, 1972—he had to retain Ruckelshaus “to keep the environmentalists happy.” But in a countermove, Nixon soon ordered that all the “left-wing liberals” and environmental activists on the EPA’s staff be dismissed. “They believe in it [the environmental movement],” he complained to Haldeman. “You can’t have an advocate dismantle something they believe in.”

Rachel Carson—like her spiritual hero, the Nobel Peace Prize–winning Dr. Albert Schweitzer working as a medical missionary in French Equatorial Africa—was a believer that proper Earth stewardship was a holy imperative. She reminded readers in her sea trilogy of Under the Sea-Wind (1941), The Sea Around Us (1951), and The Edge of the Sea (1955) that America’s future depended on nature being in balance. Sadly, today that balance is egregiously out of whack. During the decade I spent writing this narrative history, most of the Atlantic seaboard National Park Service units established in the Long Sixties that I explore herein—such as Assateague National Seashore (Maryland and Virginia), Cape Cod (Massachusetts), Cape Lookout (North Carolina), Cumberland Island (Georgia), and Fire Island (New York)—have been mangled by the frightening snarl of climate change. So have human residences and wildlife habitats all over the nation. The poisonous climate cocktail of ravaging wildfires, megafloods, and monstrous blizzards costs American taxpayers billions of dollars every year (soon to climb to the trillions), disrupts lives, causes vast displacement, ruins communities, and kills countless citizens.

Since I began my first draft of chapter 1, extreme weather has been brutalizing our National Park System. Vicious flooding wiped out roads in Yellowstone National Park, forcing the emergency evacuation of thousands of visitors. In rural California near Yosemite, farming communities are contending with arsenic in their water, ten times above allowable limits. Record-setting heat waves are driving temperatures into triple digits along the Lewis and Clark Trail. Water-bombing planes are proving ill equipped to extinguish infernos in Oregon’s Cascades. Around Big Bend, the Big Thicket, and Guadalupe—three important National Park System units in Texas—the effects of chronic drought have turned grazing pastures into a parched dust bowl. Soaring temperatures in Colorado’s Great Sand Dunes and Black Canyon National Parks have led to bison dying from heat and stress. Drought and wildfires threaten the survival of the prickly-pronged icons Carnegiea gigantea of Arizona’s Saguaro National Park. Freaky atmospheric rivers are soaking the Olympic Peninsula in Washington State, causing record-setting rainfall and epic floods. Changing rainfall patterns and warming weather are poised to decrease the cloud cover in the Great Smoky Mountains, which could be catastrophic to the lush green forests. No national park is immune to the warming of the planet.

Many of the storied North Cascades National Park peaks that Jack Kerouac swooned over in his novel The Dharma Bums (1958) are no longer heavily snow-capped in summer. The blue-green ice sheets in Glacier Bay National Park, Alaska, that Muir wrote about in his classic Travels in Alaska (1915) have begun to melt even faster than previously forecast. Montana’s Glacier National Park will soon have an obsolete name. Hurricanes, tornadoes, heat waves, nor’easters, and bomb cyclones are increasing with high-octane ferocity as climate change churns wickedly and ransacks our National Park System.

My buddy Terry Tempest Williams recently sent me a lively letter about her summer with her husband, Brooke, in Castle Valley, Utah—a report card of sorts, about how the red rock wilderness near Arches National Park is faring in this time of environmental crisis. She wrote:

Drought is here in the American West, especially this beautiful broken landscape where we live. I find such solace here even as it burns. A few weeks ago, it was 114 degrees. Last summer, there were places on the Colorado River you could walk across. I saw a doe and fawn cross the river and I thought it was a heat wave hallucination. And just last week, we had a flash flood. I smelled it before I heard it—I heard it before I saw it—and when the rushing water came like a wall of churning red water, fear was transforming into awe. Water! I had forgotten the sound of roaring water in this decade of drought. Sandstone boulders the size of small cars were storming through the arroyo twenty feet from our house. I stood on the berm and watched the torrents with the groundwater now saturated reaching my ankles, then shins in seconds. One lone monarch fluttered above the chaos, dipping down in graceful intervals to pollinate the penstemons—orange-black wings floating in a blue sky—this days after her species had been declared endangered. Violence and grace have always existed side by side.

With the twenty-first-century climate challenge weighing heavily on Terry, Brooke, and me, the three of us and many of those in our literary circle have sought solace in the long shadow of Henry David Thoreau as well as the grassroots activists he inspired during the Long Sixties. That story begins on April 23, 1851, when Thoreau spoke at the Concord Lyceum about the interrelationship of God, man, and nature and delved into the spiritual power of wilderness. Thoreau ended his oration with eight words that live on as a mantra: “In Wildness is the preservation of the World.” The sentiment became popularized when The Atlantic, a month after his death, published Thoreau’s essay “Walking” in May 1862, with that line as the centerpiece.

Most Americans know Thoreau from reading Walden, with its simple assertion, “I went to the woods because I wished to live deliberately.” But it’s the “In Wildness” epigram from “Walking” that was embraced as near scripture for many of the environmentalist leaders profiled in this narrative. Toward the end of his life, Thoreau famously called for townships to have “a park, or rather a primitive forest, of 500 or a thousand acres, where a stick should never be cut for fuel, a common possession forever, for instruction and recreation.” His posthumously published The Maine Woods (1864) went further, calling for “national preserves.” Less than ten years later, Congress created Yellowstone as America’s first national park, a template for all that followed. Thoreau was crucial to the Silent Spring generation not only as an environmentalist forerunner but as a social rebel and dissident, a nineteenth-century visionary bridging the American narrative from the War of 1812 to the Long Sixties—and up through the present day.

Just as Thoreau’s 1849 essay “Resistance to Civil Government” nourished nonviolent protests by Cesar Chavez, Norman Cousins, Martin Luther King Jr., and Coretta Scott King (all key actors in this narrative), Thoreau’s “In Wildness” precept electrified the soul-searching imaginations of writers such as Marjory Stoneman Douglas, Robert Frost, Wallace Stegner, Joseph Wood Krutch, Nancy Newell, Edward Abbey, N. Scott Momaday, and Gary Snyder during the Kennedy, Johnson, and Nixon years. Likewise, William O. Douglas (Supreme Court justice), David Brower (executive director of the Sierra Club), Howard Zahniser (executive director of the Wilderness Society), and Sigurd Olson (president of the National Parks Association) kept Thoreau in mind when warring against pesticides, water and air pollution, hyperindustrialization, and the despoiling of public lands.

Thoreau’s words motivated Rachel Carson in a very personal way. After Carson learned she had breast cancer, she adopted a sentence from Thoreau’s Winter journal to spur her writing of Silent Spring: “If thou art a writer, write as if thy time were short, for it is indeed short at the longest.” In a bit of environmental synchronicity, Silent Spring was published in 1962, the centenary of Thoreau’s death. When Carson died, Walden was found on her nightstand at her Silver Spring, Maryland, home.

In 1962, David Brower, executive director of the Sierra Club, published a book titled In Wildness Is the Preservation of the World, the introduction of which includes the observation, “To me, it seems that much of what Henry David Thoreau wrote more than a century ago was less timely in his day than it is in ours.” In the 1950s and early 1960s, as the postwar automobile and trucking boom surged, America experienced a ghastly environmental crisis: the vexing threat to air quality posed by leaded gas as well as underregulated factory emissions, which left cities such as Los Angeles and New York choking under domes of smog. Grassroots anti-smog groups proliferated across America, with concerned citizens like Hazel Henderson and Mary Amdur warring against poisoned air, armed with persuasive scientific data.

Veering off the mindless grind of consumerism run amok in the Long Sixties was the indomitable William O. Douglas, a Thoreauvian who protested with his leather boot–laced feet, staging high-publicity hikes to forever protect the North Cascades and Olympic Peninsula (Washington), the C&O Canal (Maryland–Virginia), the Red River Gorge (Kentucky), the Allagash Waterways (Maine), Allerton Park (Illinois), and the Buffalo River (Arkansas). When this Supreme Court justice was not busy drafting Court opinions—and voluminous dissents—his hobby (beyond writing books on travel and the environment) was successfully stopping dams from being built. Such “green” victories against dams led other environmentalists, famous or not, to act with equal intensity to save wilderness values during the Kennedy, Johnson, and Nixon years.

Activists defending the ecological integrity of the Hudson River and Lake Erie constitute an essential part of this historical recounting. The intensified argument was that clean water was considered an American birthright. When journalist Hunter S. Thompson went to Wisconsin in 1972, he peered into Lake Michigan and was horrified. “The lake is out there somewhere,” he wrote. “A giant body of water full of poison. You can still find a few places that serve ‘fresh seafood’ in Milwaukee, but they have to fly it in from Maine or Bermuda, packed in dry ice. People still fish in Lake Michigan, but you don’t want to eat what you catch. Fish that feed on garbage, human shit, and raw industrial poisons tend to taste a little strange.”

The Clean Water Act of 1972 became one of the great legislative achievements in American civic and environmental history. This act inspired other countries to emulate us. Around the same time the Nixon administration established two of America’s most ambitious national recreation areas (NRAs)—Golden Gate (California) and Gateway (New York and New Jersey) to help beautify waterways around urban areas. (Today a similar Lone Star Coastal National Recreation Area is urgently needed for the Houston-Galveston area along the Gulf of Mexico.) And the evidence is clear that Nixon was very proud of California’s magnificent giant tree groves. When he made his historic trip to China in 1972, the president presented Mao Zedong with California redwood and sequoia saplings as the most culturally appropriate gifts representing the wild glories of America.

Despite Nixon himself lacking a Thoreauvian connection, his administration maintained one in the person of Russell Train, undersecretary of the interior (1969–1970) and head of the Council of Environmental Quality (1970–1973), who told me he had shepherded the Endangered Species Act into law with Thoreau as his “literary guide.” In another instance of Thoreau being more timely in an age later than in his own, the act protected nonhuman creatures that Thoreau considered “honest spirits as good as myself, any day,” living their lives in “a civilization other than our own.” Today, though, even with the foresight of the Endangered Species Act, over one-third of North America’s fish and wildlife species are at risk of mass extinction in the coming decades due to threshold effects in the carbon cycle and chemical contamination. The good news, however, is that the rewilding of Yellowstone with gray wolves (Canis lupus) has been a success story. Other endangered species—such as the leatherback sea turtle (Dermochelys coriacea), Atlantic cod (Gadus morhua), and monarch butterfly (Danaus plexippus)—can be reversed from the brink of extinction with visionary policy adjustments from Washington lawmakers and biological laboratories working on species salvation issues with emergency sirens going off.

Strange as it may seem, one of my models for this book was Daniel Yergin’s The Prize: The Epic Quest for Oil, Money, and Power (1991), a masterpiece of energy policy history. Just as Yergin didn’t tackle environmental politics head-on in The Prize, I haven’t sought to analyze the actions of the oil lobby and coal consortiums following World War II. I’m not here to demonize the petroleum industry, the Bureau of Reclamation, the Forest Service, or the Army Corps of Engineers as greedheads—though many of the leaders profiled in this book did. But the stark truth is that many hydroelectric dams built between 1957 and 1975 were unnecessary, especially the enormous one at Glen Canyon, which is killing the Colorado River, as well as the four dams on the lower Snake River that are destroying the migratory salmon runs. The federal government has been sued many times by the Nez Perce, Yakama, and Umatilla tribes for decimating the Columbia River basin of the Pacific Northwest. Hopefully the Biden administration, in the name of “tribal justice,” will remove these pork-barrel dams from the Pacific Northwest in the near future. Salmon need cold, swift-flowing streams and rivers to spawn (not humongous dam ladders the fish can’t jump). Recent heat waves have also caused parasites to invade Alaska’s Yukon River, thereby decimating Chinook and Coho salmon runs.

I largely skirt the counterrevolution that emerged against Rachel Carson, Ralph Nader, Barry Commoner, and the other environmental voices of the Long Sixties: it arose with vengeance in early 1974, around the noisy time of Watergate, just as this narrative ends. The anti-federal-regulation manifesto, which had a galvanizing effect, kicked in when Lewis Powell—a Harvard-trained lawyer and Virginia tobacco lobbyist—wrote a confidential memo to the chair of the US Chamber of Commerce a year before becoming a Supreme Court justice in 1972. Believing that the Silent Spring environmentalist threat came from “the campus pulpit, the media, the intellectuals and literary journals, the arts and sciences, and from politicians,” he warned that if federal restrictions on industry were to continue or expand, “the survival of the free enterprise system” was at stake. Powell elaborated a multitiered strategic plan to counter Rachel Carson and her tribe of trailblazers by organizing an anti-regulatory political knockdown with its own media and corporate leaders seizing control of universities with pro-business boards. Counterintuitively, the Powell memo turned out to be a backhanded tribute to how brazenly effective the Silent Spring eco-activists were in rattling Wall Street’s cages.

Johnson’s White House aide Bill Moyers, who went on to renown at PBS, would later write that big business’s counterattack against the Carson revolution was “swift and sweeping—a domestic version of Shock and Awe.” And when the Arab oil embargo hit American gas pumps with a wallop in late October 1973, the public pushback gave the bigwigs in the Petroleum Club of Houston new ammo against the green lobby. Nothing disturbed the collective consumer’s pocketbook more than high gasoline prices and runaway inflation. The Silent Spring Revolution ended when gasoline hit $0.55 a gallon in 1974 (which in 2022 dollars would be $3.05).

Feeling cornered by lawmakers such as Ed Muskie (D-Maine) and Senator Gaylord Nelson (D-Wisconsin), the number of corporations with public affairs offices in Washington grew from one hundred in 1968 to more than five hundred by 1978. Anti-regulatory rhetoric became institutionalized in chamber of commerce circles and legitimized by new conservative think tanks such as the Cato Institute, the Heritage Foundation, and the American Enterprise Institute. By 1977, five years after its creation, the anti-regulatory, pro-business lobbying group Business Roundtable could boast that 113 of the Fortune 200 companies were members, accounting for nearly half the American economy.

Furthermore, because the United States government owned 47 percent of all land in the American West, a series of Sagebrush Rebellions simultaneously exploded onto the national scene in the 1980s and beyond in states such as Nevada, Oregon, and Idaho. Anti-government protests rose in shrillness and violent intent. Conservative Republicans after Nixon, perhaps the last New Dealer to serve as president, grew increasingly convinced that the Silent Spring Revolution was leading to nothing less than the end of American free-market capitalism. The Business Roundtable didn’t mind incremental Theodore Roosevelt–style conservation reform aimed at national park creation (i.e., ecotourism dollars to invigorate local economies near the federal parks). But Lyndon Johnson– and Richard Nixon–style regulatory overreach against the chemical and extraction industries, they fumed, were a socialist dragon they sought to slay. These post-1974 anti-regulatory forces—both Powellian and Orwellian—have never left the national stage, expanding under President Ronald Reagan, a staunch foe of federal regulation, and reaching their apotheosis during the Trump administration. Today’s Supreme Court is the triumph of Powell’s pro-corporate stance reversing Douglas’s anti-industry movement, which had established environmental protection as fundamental to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness as outlined in the Declaration of Independence.

Just now, as I type on my laptop, a news story popped up that the EPA has found cancer-causing PFAS “forever chemicals” in the water supply of my city of Austin, which are linked to cancer, liver damage, fertility issues, and thyroid disease. Who will be the Rachel Carson of the PFAS crisis? Who will hold accountable the derelict companies that manufacture a group of about twelve thousand different chemicals used in stain-resistant foam, waterproof cosmetics, and nonstick cookware? Apparently, environmental experts say it is unwise now to allow rainwater on your tongue in Austin or swim in local watering holes such as Hamilton Pool and Waller Creek. How’s that for a brave new world?

The time has come for a Grand Reversal. Legal powerhouses such as the National Resources Defense Fund and state, community, and citizen groups around the nation must sue reckless polluters, chemical dumpers, resource gougers, and land ravagers to save our beautiful nation from ecological ruin. In a country as highly legalistic as the United States, going to court is the only way to hold the defilers accountable.

What hopefully will be instructive about reading Silent Spring Revolution is learning how grassroots citizens demanded an American life replete with birdsong, sweet waters, fresh air, and green pastures aplenty. Under the Environmental Defense Fund slogan “Sue the Bastards,” a string of citizen class-action legal suits were won following the passage of NEPA. The Grand Canyon, Potomac River, North Woods of Maine, and Redwood forests were saved via court battles. Even wealthy moguls who made dark money in the extraction world were engaged in the “not in my backyard” (NIMBY) movement to protect sanctified landscapes like Biscayne Bay, Puget Sound, Cape Cod, the San Juan Islands, and Point Reyes. As philanthropist Laurance Rockefeller used to say, the “biggest privilege” an individual can have is to serve a cause larger than oneself, such as protecting glorious landscapes from bulldozers and chemical flush.

It’s also my contention in Silent Spring Revolution that the environmental justice movement of the late twentieth century emerged as a set of serious policy considerations with the parsing of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and of Title VI (which forbade the appropriation of federal money to discriminate on the basis of race, color, or national origin). When Cesar Chavez led strikes against grape growers to draw media attention to the mistreatment of farm workers, he was operating under the double whammy of Silent Spring and the Civil Rights Act. When Ralph Abascal of the California Rural Legal Assistance filed lawsuits at the bequest of half a dozen migrant farm workers in 1969, which led to the banning of DDT in California three years before the EPA prohibited the pesticide nationally, he was likewise following in the Carson tradition. And certainly, when Martin Luther King, Jr., struggled on behalf of Black sanitation workers in Memphis, Tennessee, shortly before his murder in April 1968, the environmental justice movement had taken full root.

When writing Silent Spring Revolution, I was reminded that every environmental disaster is an opening for much-needed environmental reform. In 1948, after more than twenty people died in Donora, Pennsylvania, from chemical emission sickness, the clean air movement was born. In 1969, Cleveland’s Cuyahoga River was so polluted with industrial waste that it actually burst into flames. The public outcry was fierce, forcing Congress to pass the Clean Water Act in 1972. Today, Donora is a lovely town to visit, and the Cuyahoga is in much better ecological shape and is home to healthy populations of steelhead trout, northern pike, and some sixty other fish species.

Echoing something Woody Guthrie once coined about his folk songs, I consider Silent Spring Revolution to be a “hope machine,” reminding readers that our own times aren’t uniquely oppressive and that everyday people and nonprofit groups retain the capacity to fight for a green tomorrow in the United States and around the world. Optimism must remain in our oxygen. And the good news on this sweltering hot July afternoon in Austin is that the Mariposa Grove has narrowly escaped being engulfed in flames. On my television, exhausted firefighters are spraying down trees in Mariposa Grove and wrap sequoias—including the three-thousand-year-old Grizzly Giant—in protective foil. These crusading first responders are our surrogates. We all need to become hands-on Earth stewards (or at least vote for politicians who prioritize protecting our natural resources). And the EPA must proactively regulate methane (a vicious greenhouse gas that leaks from oil and gas wells) and end our coal dependency while we pivot to renewable energy. Most important, the entire United States must follow California’s lead in prohibiting the sale of new gasoline-powered cars by 2035.

In some small way, I hope this book illuminates how an engaged citizenry can bring America’s natural beauty back from the brink. On the second Earth Day, in 1971, a public service campaign was launched under the rubric “People Start Pollution; People Can Stop It.” It can just as easily be said that “People Use Fossil Fuels; People Can Stop It.” My fear is that too many Americans don’t give a hoot in hell about being good air, water, and land stewards. The ostrich syndrome has become a coping mechanism for scores of dissatisfied Americans. What’s clear is that we need a new, bold generation of twenty-first-century wildlife biologists like Archie Carr, forest protectors like Stewart Udall, entomologists like E. O. Wilson, ocean stewards like Sylvia Earle, and environmental justice warriors like Marion Moses, who nursed sick San Joaquin Valley agricultural workers suffering from the ravages of harmful chemicals.

People can reverse the damage of the planet with Carson-like conviction, a thoughtful ecological conscience, an understanding of Dr. Albert Schweitzer’s “reverence for life” philosophy, and a reasoned trust in fact-based science. If nothing else, I hope Silent Spring Revolution helps readers reconnect with America’s public lands and freshwater resources: our lakes, mountains, rivers, seashores, islands, deserts, marshes, and woods—and their myriad inhabitants.

In 1970, John Lindsay, then mayor of New York City, posed a prescient existential question: “Beyond words like environment and pollution, there is a single question: Do we want to live or die?” It is my contention that only direct climate action can save this land, this world, the human race itself. America must have a shared environmental ethic to help arrest the high cost of our fossil fuel addiction. Reducing greenhouse gas emissions is the surest way to mitigate climate impact on our treasured national parks, wildlife refuges, and other sacred public lands.

“We are the most dangerous species on the planet, and every other species has cause to fear our power to exterminate,” the novelist Wallace Stegner observed. “But we are also the only species which, when it chooses to do so, will go to great efforts to save what it might destroy.”
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Part I

Protoenvironmentalists (1945–1959)





Chapter 1

The Ebb and Flow of John F. Kennedy
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John F. Kennedy was in love with the Atlantic Ocean marine environments. In coming years, he would lead the fight on behalf of the establishment of the Cape Cod National Seashore.

Courtesy of the John F. Kennedy Presidential Library and Museum, Boston


I

Beguiled by the way sea and sky played together, almost always unpredictably, John F. Kennedy was enthralled by the complexity of the Atlantic Ocean: the moody sky, the invisible might of the tides, shifting clouds, and the yaw and pitch of movement. To be on the water in a sailboat, even in a cruel wind, provided him with a profound connection with nature. At the America’s Cup dinner in Newport, Rhode Island, in 1962, President Kennedy spoke on behalf of “those of us who regard the ocean as a friend,” as he put it.

I really don’t know why it is that all of us are so committed to the sea, except I think it is because in addition to the fact that the sea changes and the light changes, and ships change, it is because we all came from the sea. And it is an interesting biological fact that all of us have, in our veins, the exact same percentage of salt in our blood that exists in the ocean, and, therefore, we have salt in our blood, in our sweat, in our tears. We are tied to the ocean. And when we go back to the sea, whether it is to sail or to watch it we are going back from whence we came.1

Oceans were mystical to Jack Kennedy. Though he was not known to surrender emotionally to land and bodies of fresh water, he drew spiritual nourishment from the hypnotic rush of surf on a shoreline at high tide. At such times, a calm peacefulness washed over him, propelled by the fresh scent of the breeze, the glint of the sun setting on the sea, and the primordial sound of water crashing and rippling. Like any good mariner, Kennedy knew that the ocean drives climate and weather, regulates temperature, and holds 97 percent of Earth’s water. Given his family lineage and predisposition, his muse and spiritual home was the Atlantic seaboard, from Cape Cod to Newport to Palm Beach. That bond with the sea made him sympathetic with the protoenvironmentalism that swept over the United States in what historians call the “Long Sixties” (1960–1973); indeed, seashore preservation would be a catalyst of the Silent Spring Revolution, which the writer Rachel Carson ignited.

Kennedy was born on May 29, 1917, in Brookline, Massachusetts, a middle-class streetcar suburb of Boston. The solid residence at 83 Beals Street, now a National Park Service site, was a safe harbor in a troubled world with the United States’ involvement in the Great War in full swing, only a month old. His mother was a member of one of Boston’s most successful political families, the Fitzgeralds. His father, Joseph Kennedy, Sr., a 1912 graduate of Harvard University, parlayed what connections an Irish Catholic might make within Boston’s business circles into financial success in Wall Street investment banking and real estate development, culminating in the acquisition of RKO Pictures and Pathé Studios. The senior Kennedy, a fierce competitor, was determined that his four sons wouldn’t be spoiled rich kids; he willed them to make a mark of distinction on American life, preferably in politics.

Jack Kennedy spent much of his youth in New York, first in the Riverdale section of the Bronx in a house not far from the Hudson River.2 There he joined a Boy Scout troop to learn Indian lore, woodcraft, canoeing, and camping skills. “When I am a scout,” he wrote in a letter, “I have to buy canteens, haversacks, blanket, searchlights, poncho things that will last for years.”3

Moving north to bucolic Westchester County, the Kennedys later bought a large Georgian house in Bronxville, near Sarah Lawrence College. The property had beautiful, well-manicured grounds replete with rosebushes, hydrangeas, and daffodils. Rose Kennedy was attracted to suburban living. Uncomfortable with the grind and grease of big cities, she encouraged the future president to embrace the natural world as holy. Although her father, John Francis “Honey Fitz” Fitzgerald, was a two-term mayor of Boston, he had moved his family to the historic village of Concord, Massachusetts. Rose had grown up exploring woodlands and regularly swimming in Henry David Thoreau’s fabled Walden Pond, considered the birthplace of American environmentalism. She credited Thoreau’s 1854 memoir Walden; or, Life in the Woods with encouraging her to appreciate the outdoors in a divine way, to simplify her life, and to understand that even a small act, such as planting a flower garden or an elm tree, was a commitment to Earth’s future.4 She considered Thoreau’s essay “Walking” was akin to a Catholic catechism.5 When a 1992 biographer of Rose Kennedy called her “aloof” from her own children, the family issued a protest statement to the New York Times. “She took us for walks in our strollers and piled us into the family station wagon to go swimming at Walden Pond.”6

Summering in Maine as a girl, listening to Atlantic waves breaking, Mrs. Kennedy understood the transcendental intent of New England philosophy. Henry Wadsworth Longfellow’s poem “The Tide Rises, The Tide Falls” was dear to her. Old Orchard Beach’s salt marshes—rich with cordgrass, seaside goldenrod, and fiddler crabs—was for her a sanctified landscape.7 Wherever she lived, her shelves were lined with books about the natural world by the likes of John Burroughs and Florence Merriam Bailey. She made it a family tradition to visit Walden Pond, where her children studied her great literary hero, who had also championed self-government over authoritarianism. Rose Kennedy regularly quoted Thoreau’s line “Heaven is under our feet as well as over our heads.”8

Once on a trip to Russia with her daughter Kathleen, Mrs. Kennedy visited the National Library in Moscow with a singular mission: to find out whether Thoreau’s works had survived the censors of the Soviet dictator Joseph Stalin. To her delight, she discovered his entire oeuvre lined up on the shelves. “Her environmentalism aligned with her natural frugality,” her grandson Robert F. Kennedy, Jr., recalled in his book American Values: Lessons I Learned from My Family. “Never waste anything” was among her favorite mottos, and she even squirreled away uneaten fragments of her beloved York Peppermint Patties.9 In other ways, Rose indulged herself with the family’s wealth, taking long trips and buying expensive clothes, but she did embrace Theodore Roosevelt–style conservation as her ethic, and she inoculated that belief into her children.

In 1926, Joseph Sr., at Rose’s urging, rented Malcolm Cottage, a waterfront retreat at 50 Marchant Avenue on the Cape in Hyannis Port, Massachusetts. It didn’t take the couple long to realize that their children were happier playing on the unspoiled shore and shell middens of Nantucket Sound than in leafy Westchester County. They called it the “Big House,” a many-gabled, white frame clapboard structure with green shutters built in 1904, with a boathouse and a broad two-acre grass lawn right on the shore. After two years, they bought it. “It was a tradition for our family that the moment we arrived at Hyannis Port each summer, before we even entered the house,” Jean Kennedy Smith, the eighth child, recalled, “we would run down to the breakwall to say hello to the sea.”10

Much has been written about the Kennedy family life on Cape Cod. The Big House exuded salt-tinged comfort, and field guides to help identify migratory birds were scattered throughout. Jack took to spending time on the family’s sailboat. He learned how to tack in a gathering tide, navigate in difficult breakers, use a signaling kite, and, most important, avoid sandbars. Sunsets were a source of melancholy for him unless the sky promised to be star-filled soon. When he turned fifteen in 1932, his parents gave him a twenty-five-foot Wianno Senior sloop he named Victura (Latin for “about to win”). Before long, Jack and his older brother, Joseph Jr., were winning races around New England.11

Predictably, Thoreau’s lesser-known 1865 book Cape Cod was treasured in the Kennedy household. Thoreau had first hiked the Outer Cape’s unsullied shoreline in 1849, and he is credited with inventing the name “Great Beach” for the Outer Cape dunes. Jack adopted as his own Thoreau’s romantic notion about Cape Cod: “a man may stand there and put all of America behind him.”12

Another of Rose’s literary attachments was Henry Beston’s memoir The Outermost House: A Year of Life on the Great Beach of Cape Cod (1928). Beston spent a solitary year studying the Outer Cape through the changing seasons.13 In a section of The Outermost House called “The Headlong Wave,” he captured the sounds of the surf in lyrical prose and then moved into a sweeping perspective: “Night and day, age after age, so works the sea, with infinite variation obeying an unalterable rhythm moving through an intricacy of chance and law.”14

Inspired by Beston’s book, Mrs. Kennedy occasionally secluded herself in a wind-shorn beach shanty for a reprieve. There she read with the ocean breeze as companion and the scolding of gulls circling overhead as music.15 Beston’s words had taught her the healing art of mindfulness—to be aware always of nuances in natural surroundings. One chapter in The Outermost House, the one in which Beston spies on a solitary man swimming naked, reminded Rose of her gregarious father, who once stripped off all of his clothes and wrapped himself in a garland of seaweed.16 “The sea has many voices,” Beston told readers. “Listen to the surf, really lend it your ears, and you will hear in it a world of sounds: hollow boomings and heavy roarings, great watery tumblings and tramplings, long hissing seethes, sharp, rifle-shot reports, splashes, whispers, the grinding undertone of stones, and sometimes vocal sounds that might be the half-heard talk of people in the sea.”17

Born in the Boston suburb of Quincy on June 1, 1888, to an upper-middle-class Irish American clan, Beston learned from his physician father to love the wild coasts of New England. In 1925, he bought thirty-two acres along the dunes near the Eastham Life Saving Station on the eastern edge of Cape Cod. He constructed a two-room cottage, twenty by sixteen feet with ten windows all facing the Atlantic.18 That “fo’castle” residence provided the thirty-nine-year-old author a perch from which to observe marine life in all its manifestations. Beston, the Kennedys, and generations of advocates later pressed for federal protection of the Outer Cape. Surely that meeting of the wild shore, sea, and sky, they felt, was equal in its own way to Yellowstone or Yosemite in natural grandeur, brimming with historic, scenic, recreational, and scientific value. Gaining protection would prove to be a decades-long effort, for at the outset there was not even a category for national seashore.

In 1928, Rose Kennedy bought a new book of poems by Robert Frost: West-Running Brook. Its title poem became one of her credos. It is set in Derry, New Hampshire, where all rivers flow toward the ocean except West-Running Brook, which, true to its name, runs in the opposite direction. Frost asked:

What does it think it’s doing running west

When all the other country brooks flow east

To reach the ocean?19

The poem reminded Rose Kennedy of Thoreau’s advice to follow the beat of “a different drummer” rather than the conventional mores of society.20 Frost was smitten with the Darwinian precept that the human race began in a primitive, aquatic environment, then evolved landward—the recurrent theme of “West-Running Brook.”

Books inspired by the natural world, including those of Henry Beston and Robert Frost, seemed nostalgic after the stock market crashed on October 29, 1929. It wasn’t a great time to be Cape Cod seashore guardians and New England poetic scribes. President Herbert Hoover proved to be unable to curtail the colossal economic downturn and was generally unwilling to find innovative ways to put the unemployed to work. By contrast, the governor of New York, Franklin D. Roosevelt, responded in myriad ways, one of which was the first proof that conservation could be a boon to the economy. In October 1931, he created the Temporary Emergency Relief Administration (TERA), which provided work relief to young men who planted trees, protected wildlife, and stocked ponds with fish throughout the Empire State.21
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An intrepid traveler and chronicler of the natural world, Henry Beston is seen here on the front steps of the Fo’Castle, the cottage on the dunes of the Outer Cape where he lived alone for a year. Beston’s The Outermost House became a favorite book of both John F. Kennedy and Rachel Carson.

Courtesy of the Estate of Henry Beston


When Roosevelt won the White House in 1932, he quickly set up a federal program on the TERA model. The Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC), which from 1933 to 1942 hired millions of unemployed teens and young men to plant more than 3 billion trees and stock lakes with fish across the United States and much more.22

The Kennedy boys were far too rich to labor for the CCC. But the very idea of a “tree army” and beautification squad influenced Jack’s sense of civic engagement. The teenager wasn’t unique in absorbing the New Deal enthusiasm for America’s parklands. He came of age in Roosevelt’s first two terms, when FDR’s passion for conservation affected practically every community, and he absorbed the New Deal attitude that under creative liberal leadership, natural resource management and infrastructure renewal could work seamlessly together.

Throughout his childhood, Jack was prone to serious bouts of illness and was often unable to explore the outdoors.23 Rose Kennedy remembered that her son was “a very, very sick little boy” during his prep school years, often “bed-ridden and elfin-like.”24 In 1933, the Kennedys bought the La Querida estate in Palm Beach. The Mediterranean Revival house, designed by the architect Addison Mizner and set on two acres, boasted multiple second-floor balconies with sweeping beachfront views of the Atlantic. Throughout his life, Jack often retreated to La Querida to soak up the Caribbean trade winds and the therapeutic sunshine. For decades to come, Christmas and Easter holidays in Palm Beach were a Kennedy family tradition. The Kennedy boys, especially Jack and his younger brother Robert, aimed to be like the bottle-nosed dolphins—“at one” with the Atlantic. “I remember how as teenagers in Florida [Jack] and Bobby, on even the roughest days, would swim miles out into the ocean,” Edward “Ted” Kennedy, the youngest of the boys, recalled. “The storm-warning flags would be flapping furiously in the wind and rain, and they’d be frolicking in the surf like a couple of polar bears.”25

What set the Kennedy family apart from most others in exclusive Palm Beach was that their saltwater swimming pool had been turned into a giant aquarium populated with sea creatures captured in the Atlantic. Neither Joe Sr. nor Rose objected to their children releasing their live catch—pompano, small bonito, and even a nurse shark—into the pool, where, as grandson Robert Kennedy, Jr., recalled, the young people “swam among” the marine species “wearing goggles, and flippers,” anxious to study the specimen’s biological variations.26

II

Joe and Rose Kennedy’s inclination toward seashore preservation was elevated by their relationship with a young, talented lawyer named William Orville Douglas. Ten years younger than Joe Sr. and twenty years older than Jack, Douglas was something of a fixture within the family: a legal adviser, weekend naturalist, and traveling companion. “It was as if he [Douglas] were an uncle or second cousin,” Jean Kennedy Smith recalled. “He was just always around.”27 His relationship with Joe Sr. was extremely close. Douglas, who was quite liberal, and Kennedy, who was conservative to the same degree, met on the common ground of the New Deal, which inspired both men in two respects. One was the New Deal’s emphasis on action; the other was that the New Deal offered the most fertile ground in national government since the American Revolution for men of serious ambition. During FDR’s first term, Joe Sr. and Douglas were ready for brazen action and anxious for quicksilver advancement in public affairs, and they met at that juncture, remaining loyal, trusting friends ever afterward.

Whenever an opportunity presented itself, Douglas spoke fondly about his hometown of Yakima, Washington, which was enclosed in an arid foothill-rimmed agricultural valley with the rugged Cascade Mountains some forty miles to the west. Often wearing a rumpled sheepherder’s hat with a cigarette hole burned on the flap, a thick flannel shirt, and in cold weather a red-and-black lumberman’s coat, Douglas was at home on whatever forest trail or sagebrush patch he hiked. Walking through some of the most extensive large conifer forests on Earth turned him into an instinctive nature preservationist. Over time, he hiked trails on Mount Adams, fished the lower Snake River, and snowshoed the Wenatchee Mountains. The berry-laden Willamette Valley, the arid high-desert Lincoln Plateau, and the gently rolling hills of Palouse Valley constituted what Douglas described as the Pacific Northwest’s “symphony” of wilderness. “Those who never learned to walk will never know its beauty,” he wrote. “Only those who choose to get lost in it, cutting all ties with civilization, can know what I mean. Only those who return to the elemental world can know its beauty and grandeur—and man’s essential unity with it.”28

Douglas was born on October 16, 1898, in a farmhouse on the Otter Tail River in Minnesota. His father was a forthright, rigid Presbyterian minister. In 1901, Orville, as he was then known, was stricken with infantile paralysis and intestinal colic, leaving him weak and with a pronounced limp. The family moved briefly to Estrella, California, before ending up in Cleveland, Washington. After Reverend Douglas died in 1904, his widow, Julia Douglas, moved her family to Yakima, hub of an important fruit-producing valley. All three Douglas children did odd daily labor jobs to help put food onto the kitchen table.

With sheer willpower and defiance, young Orville undertook a grueling rehabilitation regimen to strengthen his leg muscles, taking long walks along the Yakima River even in rain and snow. First he hiked to the low desert hills around Yakima and later into the snowcapped mountains. His Yakima walks were the root source of his “unfenced libertarian spirit,” as his biographer Bruce Allen Murphy explained in Wild Bill.29 As Douglas himself wrote, “A people who climb the ridges and sleep under the stars in high mountain meadows, who enter the forest and scale the peaks, who explore glaciers and walk ridges buried deep in snow, these people will give their country some of the indomitable spirit of the mountains.”30

Standing over six feet tall, with crystal-clear blue eyes, tousled brown hair, a prominent nose, and a taut boxer’s frame, Douglas was a self-styled intellectual pugilist. From a young age, he was boldly ambitious, never hiding the fact that amassing power was what motivated him. He wasn’t after power for its own sake, though. Out of his occasional experiences as a fruit picker grew an unshakable compassion for society’s downtrodden. In 1916, he graduated from high school as class valedictorian and was awarded a scholarship to Whitman College in Walla Walla, Washington. While there, he discovered the nearby Blue Mountain trails with their resinous scent of pines, firs, and spruces in the high-altitude terrain. Before long, he explored such high-altitude peaks as Kloochman, Fifes, and Cleman, all of which were within a five-hour drive of Walla Walla (with its motto, “a town so nice they named it twice,” though in the Nez Percé language, it means “waters running together”). The hikes helped him think like the mountain range itself.31 Over time, those outings led him to explore the entire Cascades range, which extends from Canada through Washington and Oregon and into California to the gap south of Lassen Peak. He also developed a passion for fly-fishing for cutthroat and rainbow trout in the clamors of mountain rivers, including the swift-running Snake and Columbia.32

After Douglas earned his degree from Whitman in 1920, he enrolled in Columbia Law School in New York City, despite lacking the requisite funds. To save money, he hopped a Great Northern boxcar on a freight train headed east, befriending along the way an array of freewheeling hobos. Whether he embellished his romantic yarns about his youth to inhabit the Jack London vagabond tradition or stuck to the autobiographical truth has been debated by scholars, but the fact of his steely and colorful personality has not.

Douglas was an outstanding Columbia Law student, growing into one of the most promising constitutional lawyers of his generation and graduating second in a class that included Paul Robeson and Thomas E. Dewey. Intellectually, he gravitated to the “living Constitution” theories, especially as related to the First and Fourth Amendments. In 1925, having married Mildred Riddle of Yakima, he joined a powerhouse Manhattan law firm. In 1931, he moved to New Haven to become a full-time law professor at Yale University.

In 1933, Joe Kennedy, Sr., was rewarded for his contributions to Roosevelt’s presidential race with the chairmanship of the new Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC). He, in turn, hired Douglas, who had written an article lambasting the SEC as a weak weapon to solve a treacherous problem. Imbued with a great luminosity of spirit and brazen self-assurance, Douglas met his match in Joe Sr. on both counts.

In September 1934, Douglas entered Kennedy’s private office to talk about his new job. “What do I do?” he asked.

“Goddammit, I thought you knew,” Kennedy replied. “Maybe I got the wrong man down here.”33

The intimidated Douglas reassured Kennedy that he’d hired the right lawyer to conduct a thorough study so that the SEC could take action against Wall Street corruption based on hard facts.

Within months, the conservative mogul adopted the feisty Douglas as a protégé. Ever challenged by one another’s policy differences, the two headstrong mavericks shared a resolute intensity, each growing stronger with the rebuffs that life hurled at them.

From 1937 to 1939, the Kennedys rented a spacious house in Marwood, Maryland, with bedrooms galore to accommodate their large family and guests.34 “I knew all the boys—except for Joe Jr. who was the eldest,” Douglas recalled, “and their sisters.”35 In Maryland, Douglas began coaching the Kennedy children, Jack (seventeen) and Bobby (nine), on the joys of hiking and rock climbing in Patapsco State Park’s forest of big deciduous trees. Rock Creek Park in Georgetown—historically the third unit of the National Park System, created by Congress in 1890—became “Camp Douglas” to the Kennedys; there they learned to identify sycamores, sugar maples, red oaks, and basswoods. To them, he was the western frontiersman “Wild Bill,” who crawled into hollow trees like a bear and up live ones like a marten.

Douglas’s Pacific Northwest upbringing affected his constitutional viewpoint. Whenever a bulldozer rolled onto undeveloped land, Douglas lamented the ecological desecration. As watchdog for the high-desert Ochoco Mountains near his fishing cabin in Oregon, he worried that the experts—chemists, engineers, hydrologists, mathematicians, and physicists—who were carrying the day in the twentieth century were stacked on the side of mindless progress. Just because somebody was a great scientist, he warned, didn’t mean that his or her judgments were aimed at the common good—much less Earth stewardship. Leery of the unforeseen consequences of growth for growth’s sake—air and water pollution, loss of agricultural land, and natural resource exhaustion—Douglas felt a sense of what geographer Yi-Fu Tuan called “topophilic” sentimentality (an all-encompassing bond between people with a geographical place) for practically any wild place in Washington and Oregon.36

“We must provide enough wilderness areas,” he insisted, “so that no matter how dense our population, man—though apartment born—may attend the great school of the outdoors and come to know the joy of walking the woods, alone and unafraid. Once he experiences that joy he will be restless to return over and over again to discover the never-ending glories of God’s wilderness.”37

In addition to Joe Sr., Douglas made a friend and nurtured a senior ally in President Roosevelt, a fellow graduate of Columbia Law School and forestry maven. The wily Douglas regularly played poker and drank scotch with FDR, the two swapping good yarns. The president came to see that he had a “good” heart and a sense of justice based on his fundamental belief in what he called “guaranteed liberty” and the Bill of Rights. In the spring of 1937, when FDR tried to pack the Supreme Court by adding six justices to the sitting nine, so as to enable New Deal measures to pass judicial review, Douglas backed the president’s effort, though it failed. Two years later, when Louis Brandeis’s seat on the Supreme Court opened up, Douglas was nominated by FDR and easily confirmed.38 Soon after, Douglas had a private meeting with the eighty-two-year-old outgoing Brandeis, who offered one piece of sage advice: “Whenever you feel stressed or overburdened with workload, leave the court, head to the Chesapeake & Ohio Canal along the Potomac River, and just tramp or canoe along until your mind is free of clutter.”39

Douglas followed Brandeis’s advice; it was in line with his appreciation of the ecological interrelationship of plants, humans and other animals, and the world in which they all coexisted. In coming years, Douglas would influence and help direct scores of lawyers to think about conservation rights and remedies not only in terms practical law, but as one of the natural rights reserved to the people of the United States and protected by the Ninth Amendment.40

III

Douglas wasn’t the only person to influence the Kennedy boys to explore the outdoors. In May 1936, Joseph Sr. arranged for Jack (then nineteen) and Joe Jr. (twenty) to work on the forty-thousand-acre Jay Six cattle ranch in Benson, Arizona. Lying along the San Pedro River, forty miles southeast of Tucson, it was owned by the entrepreneur John Speiden, a Wall Street financier who had moved west in 1932, seeking a healthier climate. With the help of breeders, he developed one of the finest stock farms in the Southwest. Soon he was inviting guests to show off the Jay Six.

Earning a dollar a day sweating in the broiling heat, Joe Jr. and Jack built corrals and an adobe edifice and learned to punch cows.41 According to Speiden, they worked “very hard” herding cattle to graze on jojoba bushes but mainly thought about meeting girls across the Mexican border. Jack routinely ended his letters written from the Jay Six with the salutation “Home on the Range.”42

Jack entered Harvard University in the fall of 1936, taking his latest boat, Flash II, with him. He had won the Nantucket Sound Star Class Championship and would go on to win the coveted McMillan Cup, the oldest collegiate sailing event.43 In addition to the reputation Jack earned at Harvard as an excellent swimmer and sailor, he became known for his constant hijinks and zest for life. Some classmates recalled that around Jack it was always spring; he was all libido. Carefully reading the New York Times, National Geographic, and history books became one of his quieter daily rituals. He was fashionably at ease with himself, while making grades that were only slightly above average. His senior thesis on British diplomacy in the lead-up to World War II was titled Why England Slept; when published in 1940, it sold well enough (with assistance from Joe Sr.) to give twenty-three-year-old Jack Kennedy a budding reputation as a serious commentator on world affairs.

In the fall of 1941, Jack was sworn in as a naval ensign. After the United States entered the war, he was assigned to the Motor Torpedo Boat Squadrons Training Center in Melville, Rhode Island. The unpretentious, self-deprecating Kennedy emerged as a natural leader. “I never heard him complain about anything,” Fred Rosen, his closest friend at Melville, recalled. “The boats were pretty shaky for someone who had a bad back, but I never heard him complain about it.”44

Kennedy was ordered to the Pacific to take command of a small, speedy patrol torpedo boat, PT-109. On August 1, 1943, a Japanese destroyer collided with the boat near the Solomon Islands, slicing it apart and killing two of the thirteen men on
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