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Carson conference explores legacy, future challenges

In August, the National Conservation Training Center hosted a national symposium to examine the legacy of Rachel Carson, former U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service employee and author of the revolutionary book “Silent Spring.” The conference, which attracted about 100 Service employees, distinguished guests, scientists, activists, and local citizens, focused on new interpretations of Carson’s contributions to the American conservation movement and future challenges related to toxics in the environment. 

The Service as Crucible for “Silent Spring”

Linda Lear, Carson biographer and research professor of environmental history at George Washington University, kicked off the conference with a brief synopsis of Carson’s life. She also discussed one of the main points of her biography of Carson--that “the Fish and Wildlife Service was the crucible for ‘Silent Spring.’” Lear posited that Carson’s time with the Service was “a period in which she formulated her thinking about … pesticides and the nature of pesticide regulatory policy. It deepened her understanding of conservation and ecology in an enormous number of ways. It was also the means of establishing her later scientific network, her resource network, and her emotional support network….” 

Ed Zahniser, writer and editor at the National Park Service’s Harpers Ferry Center, agrees with Lear’s assessment. He said the contacts that Carson made then with Service biologists later yielded critical data that formed the basis of “Silent Spring.” He also suspects that Carson was influenced by the Service’s ecological view of life as an interdependent web of creatures. 

Mark Madison, Service historian, also supports the crucible theory. “Carson honed the craft of writing and ways of getting science into understandable terms” during her years with the Service, he said. …

