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There is something infinitely healing in the repeated refrains of nature – the assurance that dawn comes after night, and spring after winter.
Rachel Carson wrote those words in “The Sense of Wonder,” which was published the year after her 1964 death. Yet how meaningful are those words today, as we enter spring and, perhaps, greet the dawn of a new day with a waning pandemic.
Best-known for her influential 1962 book, “Silent Spring,” which reined in the wanton use of pesticides – especially DDT, Carson’s influence largely stemmed from her ability to describe science with engaging, lyrical prose.
Rachel was born near the Allegheny River Valley town of Springdale, just northeast of Pittsburgh, in 1907 and spent her childhood developing a love for nature and writing on the family’s 62-acre farm. Educated as a marine biologist, her earliest books explored all facets of sea life and were best-sellers.

That success plus national awards for “The Sea Around Us” enabled her to leave government service and become a full time writer in 1952. Carson soon turned her attention to a hot topic of the time: the use of pesticides to control problematic insects and rodents.
Following several years of research, the result was “Silent Spring.” While referring to the lack of birdsong, resulting from bird die-offs due to DDT, the title was a metaphor for the widespread collateral damage caused by what Carson described as “biocides.” Collectively, they profoundly were affecting plants, animals and people.

Carson wrote that pesticides combined to poison ecosystems with bioaccumulation, that weakened ecosystems became more vulnerable to invasive species, and that the American chemical industry was making the situation worse with disinformation.

During the year following Silent Spring’s publication in 1962, Carson faced vigorous attacks from the industry and some members of the scientific community, who felt that the benefits of pesticides outweighed the harm. At the same time, she was maintaining silence about her personal fight with metastasizing breast-cancer out of concern that the chemical industry would use the information to accuse her of biased work.
Carson’s strenuous research, a cadre of scientist-defenders and her way with words prevailed. Reaching a broad audience with its poetic prose, Silent Spring spurred an environmental grassroots movement that resulted in the establishment of the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency and led to national policies limiting the use of pesticides.
As one direct result bald eagles, once near extinction due to DDT, are no longer an endangered species. Our springs – at least here within the Alleghenies – remain joyfully filled with birdsong.

Rachel Carson’s recognition has been dramatic and widespread. Her homestead in Springdale and her home in Colesville, MD, where she wrote Silent Spring, both are listed on the National Register of Historic Places.

Her name has been applied to a bridge and a 36-mile hiking trail in Pittsburgh, schools across the country, the Pennsylvania Department of Environmental Protection office building in Harrisburg, two oceanic research vessels and conservation areas in Maryland, Maine and North Carolina.

A number of literary and environmental prizes carry her name, including Norway’s Rachel Carson Prize, awarded to women making contributions to the field of environmental projection.
So during this Women’s History Month, Rachel Carson – and her words from Silent Spring – are appropriate to recall:
We stand now where two roads diverge. But unlike the roads in Robert Frost's familiar poem, they are not equally fair.

The road we have long been traveling is deceptively easy, a smooth superhighway on which we progress with great speed, but at its end lies disaster. The other fork of the road — the one less traveled by — offers our last, our only chance to reach a destination that assures the preservation of the earth.
Nature knows the way along the less-traveled fork, Rachel pointed out. If we focus upon and follow its repeated refrains, there will be infinite healing – both for us and for our world.
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