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Rachel Carson’s United States Fish and Wildlife Service photo, c. 1940.
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Wlth the early 1960s publication of her book Silent Spring,' Rachel Car-
son has been credited as having launched the modern environmental
movement.> The book led to the establishment of the Environmental Pro-
tection Agency and the passage of a host of landmark legislation, including
the 1963 Clean Air Act in the United States.’ The book shifted the prevail-
ing environmental paradigm® and jumpstarted the field of environmental
journalism,’ inspiring a generation of writers, such as Ukrainian environmen-
tal journalist Mariana Verbovska, who has written: “I was led to environmen-
tal journalism by two things, most notably the book Silent Spring by Rachel
Carson and the film Erin Brockovich. These are two stories of exceptionally
courageous women who still inspire me.”

The book has justly earned Carson substantial popular recognition. In
1999, Silent Spring was second on New York University’s “Top 100 Works of
Journalism of the Century” and one of only three works by women to make
it into the top twenty.” In 2012, New York University named Carson one of
the one hundred outstanding journalists in the United States for the last one
hundred years.® And, in 2017, 7he Guardian ranked Silent Spring number
twenty on its list of one hundred best nonfiction books of all time,’ calling it
a “classic of American advocacy.”"°

Silent Spring was a “landlubber” compared to Carson’s three earlier books
on the sea, but still “no slouch,” wrote Jill Lepore in 7he New Yorker. “The
number of books that have done as much good in the world can be counted
on the arms of a starfish.”"" And while Silent Spring’s acclaim is well deserved,
it overshadows Carson’s earlier works. As Lepore observed, Carson “could not
have written Silent Spring if she hadn’t, for decades, scrambled down rocks,
rolled up her pant legs, and waded into tide pools, thinking about how one
thing can change another.”'?

Trained as a marine biologist at Johns Hopkins University in the early
years of the 1929-39 Great Depression in the United States and worldwide,
Carson was forced to quit school and rely on her writing to support her fam-
ily. In 1937, while working part-time for the U.S. Bureau of Fisheries, she
began submitting feature stories to 7he Baltimore Sun explaining the latest
marine science for a newspaper audience that fished, sailed, and swam in the
Chesapeake Bay. A breakout article, “Undersea,” in 7he Atlantic Monthly, led
to her first book, Under the Sea-Wind, in 1941," in which Carson began de-
veloping her signature style of blending science and prose. Two later books on
the sea— The Sea Around Us (1951) and The Edge of the Sea (1955)"*—honed
this approach into popular successes. Both books, and Silent Spring afterward,
were serialized in the New Yorker, an arbiter of the literary journalism form."

Yet these works remain largely unexamined by literary journalism schol-
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ars. In the pages of Literary Journalism Studies, Silent Spring has principally
been used as a point of comparison to describe the works of others, such as
Marilynne Robinson'® or Jo Chandler.'” Some have suggested that the New
Journalism would need to be more “broadly interpreted” to include works
such as Silent Spring.'® Carson’s absence from the literature may be due, in
part, to the relative youth of this field of scholarship and the long debate over
just what constitutes literary journalism." It may also reflect long-held preoc-
cupations within a traditionally male-dominated New Journalism canon that
is primarily focused on U.S. politics, sociology, culture, and status—over-
shadowing natural history and the environment.”

Though her emphasis on science may render her unusual in the field,
Carson’s early works and freelancing career arguably land her within the genre
of literary journalism. Like a naturalist’s field guide—a book for the identifi-
cation of birds, flowers, or minerals in their natural environment—this analy-
sis classifies Carson’s career and works as a rightful inhabitant of the literary
journalism ecosystem.

Scientist and Writer

hough it would be the principal subject of her work, the Pennsylvania-

born Carson didn’t see the sea until she was twenty-two years old. Af-
ter graduating Pennsylvania College for Women (now Chatham University)
magna cum laude in 1929, Carson traveled to Woods Hole, Massachusetts,
to spend six weeks as a beginning investigator at the Marine Biological Labo-
ratory. Here she dredged shells, seaweeds, and sea animals along Vineyard
Sound and Buzzards Bay, studied birds and fish along the seashore, and read
scientific literature in the facility’s research library.?! “Probably that was when
I first began to let my imagination go down through the water and piece to-
gether bits of scientific fact until I could see the whole life of those creatures
as they lived them in that strange sea world,” Carson later wrote.*

That fall she began graduate studies at Johns Hopkins University in Bal-
timore, graduating with an M.A. in 1932, after conducting laboratory work
on embryonic and larval catfish. But plans to study for a PhD in zoology
were upended by research obstacles and financial difficulties amid the Great
Depression. Claiming responsibility for five “partially dependent” family
members, Carson worked as a biology instructor and in 1935 landed a part-
time job at the Bureau of Fisheries (later to become the U.S. Fish and Wildlife
Services). With the deaths of her father and sister the following year, Carson
became the sole supporter of a family that included her mother and two niec-
es. In search of an income and already a published writer—she had, between
the ages of ten and fifteen, published five stories in the children’s monthly, Sz.
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Nicholas Magazine**—Carson plundered her college poems and short stories
and sent them to popular magazines, including the Sazurday Evening Post,
Colliers, Poetry, and Reader’s Digest. Though none of these submissions was
accepted for publication, Carson became committed to writing as potential
source of desperately needed income.”

ndaunted, she began using the research available to her through the

Bureau of Fisheries as a basis for feature-length freelance articles for the
Baltimore Sun. Her first, “I’ll Be Shad-Time Soon,” appeared in 1936 un-
der the byline Rachel L. Carson.? (At the request of the bureau, subsequent
articles carried the byline R. L. Carson to obscure the fact that they were
written by a woman.?) In all, she published at least fourteen articles between
1936 and 1939 on the Chesapeake Bay and the Adantic Ocean, on subjects
as varied as ocean whaling, tuna fishing, and efforts to farm the region’s be-
loved oysters and terrapins.”® Carson kept anglers and hunters abreast of both
new regulations and population predictions affecting duck, trout, and shad
seasons.” She reported on the 1938 North American Wildlife Conference.®
And she wrote about birdlife, a subject which she also adapted for Nature
Magazine®" In these early stories, Carson discovered her subject and her au-
dience, learning how to write about contemporary scientific research for a
general mass media audience—a niche that would later be expanded upon in
her three books on the sea.??

These articles were full-page features appearing in Baltimore’s Sunday Sun
Magazine, with five making the front page.*® “Its location in the paper is the
best evidence of how much we liked it,” wrote Sunday Sun editor Mark S.
Watson after publishing a story on terrapin on the magazine’s front page.*
Her work was picked up by other papers,” and when a newspaper in Beau-
fort, North Carolina, asked permission to reprint one of her stories on shad,
Watson wrote to Carson that the republication “gives you no revenue but
adds to your fame!” He encouraged her to expand her freelance efforts, writ-
ing, “I want very much to see some of your stories in the Reader’s Digest. That
would be fame and profit t00.”*® Seven years later, in 1945, she finally landed
her first byline in the Digesz.’

By then, Carson had found her professional calling. As early as 1936,
she had come to think of herself as a “feature writer of scientific subjects.”*®
When she was appointed to a full-time position as junior aquatic biologist at
the bureau, her workload grew to include analyzing biological and statistical
data, producing reports and brochures, consulting with experts, and visiting
labs and field stations. She traveled to Woods Hole again in 1939 and 1940,
where she met leading marine biologists and developed a rich list of story
ideas to propose to Baltimore’s Sunday Sun.” “It is hard to underestimate
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what Carson was learning as she researched and wrote these articles,” wrote
Linda Lear, Carson’s foremost biographer. “Frequently she visited parts of the
Chesapeake Bay she had never been to in order to write about a particular fish
or to understand the economics driving the fish culture of an area. She talked
to fishermen and to Chesapeake watermen and toured a variety of commer-
cial plants and conservation facilities. . . . These trips gave Carson valuable
field experience.”®

In 1939, she was promoted to assistant aquatic biologist and in 1943 to
associate aquatic biologist.”! She worked her way up to assistant editor and
then, by 1949, chief editor of all publications in the bureau’s Division of
Information.” In a 1944 letter to her book editor inquiring about the possi-
bilities of an editorial job at Reader’s Digest, Carson was aware not only of her
market niche, but also of how rare it was: . .. probably the most important
single point to bring to the attention of the Digesz,” she wrote, “is the fact that
[ am that comparatively rare phenomenon, a scientist who is also a writer.”*

A Style Matures

he 1930s and 1940s—the middle of three major periods of U.S. literary

journalism identified by Thomas B. Connery—was an era in which liter-
ary journalism receded from newspapers and migrated to books and maga-
zines.* Ernest Hemingway, “at the peak of his power and reputation as a
fiction writer,”® found his way back to nonfiction with Green Hills of Africa,
published in 1935, and Death in the Afternoon, published in 1932.% In 1936,
James Agee accepted a Fortune magazine assignment that would later become,
with Walker Evans, Let Us Now Praise Famous Men, emblematic of the “so-
cial description” and “documentary literature” that struggled to understand
a New Deal era.”” And, in 1938, Joseph Mitchell went to work for the New
Yorker, writing profiles that portrayed the inner lives of characters found in
the Fulton Fish Market, the Bowery, and Greenwich Village, while honing
a style “somewhere between the realist and modernist styles™® of the New
Journalists who would emerge in the 1960s.

Though the New Yorker, founded in 1925, was a relatively young publica-
tion, scholars credit it with “keeping literary journalism alive™ during this
middle period. Along with Mitchell, the magazine hired A. J. Liebling, Lil-
lian Ross, and other writers—many of whom were formerly feature writers at
the New York Herald Tribune—who contributed to the magazine’s becoming
“an early and consistent champion™® of a narrative literary journalism. Chief
among these was William Shawn. Variously described as having been hired
in 1933 to write the “Notes and Comments” column,’" and “Talk of the
Town,”* Shawn became managing editor in 1939 and editor in 1952 after
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the 1951 death of Harold Ross.*® As editor, Shawn would play a pivotal role
in bringing Carson’s work to the attention of the literary world.>*

Unlike these contemporaries, Carson was not concerned with the inner
lives of human profile subjects, nor was she, as Connery wrote of some early
of literary journalists, “trying to make sense of culture by telling stories.”
She did, however, share a particular “romantic” strain®® with these reporters
in that she valued emotion—specifically the emotion of wonder, a “mode
of fascinated engagement . . . and curiosity””—as essential in cultivating a
deeper understanding of and commitment to the physical world. “The more
clearly we can focus our attention on the wonders and realities of the universe
about us,” Carson said in 1952, “the less taste we shall have for the destruc-
tion of our race.”®

ne of Carson’s earliest bureau assignments led to the first of her three

books on the sea. While working on brochure copy in 1936—ijust a
month after placing her first article in the Baltimore Sun—Carson wrote an
essay titled “The World of Waters.”” Her boss deemed it too literary for the
brochure but encouraged her to send it to the Arlantic. A year later, she did.*
“Who has known the ocean?” Carson asked in the essay’s first line, before
describing three distinct ocean habitats: shoreline, open sea, and deep abyss.
Tide pools are the “seas in miniature,” Carson wrote, where the “full, surging
sweep of the incoming tide” brings “the folk of the pools awake.”®! Further
out, “the surface waters of the ocean are in reality boundless pastures.”® To
walk along the ocean floor would be to “traverse miles of level prairie lands,”
“ascend the sloping sides of hills,” and “skirt deep and ragged crevasses yawn-
ing suddenly” at one’s feet.”> At the edge of the continental shelf, the traveler
would find a mile-deep drop into “an inky void,” where “abyssal creatures are
ultimately dependent upon the slow rain of dead plants and animals from
above.”*

The Atlantic accepted the article, retitled it “Undersea,” and published
it in September 1937. It caught the eye of editors at Simon & Schuster, al-
lowing Carson to expand it into a book. Under the Sea-Wind was published
in 1941. Here, Carson further developed the article’s concept by imagining
the “feel of a world that was entirely water”® and describing the animals that
lived in each of the “Undersea” habitats. She “deliberately” departed from the
conventions of “formal scientific writing,”® and instead explored the style of
Henry Williamson’s Zarka the Otter and Salar the Salmon, books she'd con-
sidered “nature writing of the highest order” when as a graduate student she
discovered Williamson’s writings. As had Williamson, Carson gave names to
her Sea-Wind animals—Silverbar, a sanderling, for example®*—and created
personifying stories for each, though she was careful to describe scientifically
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accurate behaviors and drew the names from the scientific genus name or
appearance.”” Believing that most books about the ocean had been written
“from the viewpoint of a human observer,” Carson was “determined to avoid
this human bias.””® She was purposeful in using human emotion to describe
animal behavior: “I have spoken of a fish ‘fearing’ his enemies, for example,
not because I suppose a fish experiences fear in the same way that we do, but
because I think he behaves as though he were frightened,” she wrote. “If the
behavior of the fish is to be understandable to us, we must describe it in the
words that most properly belong to human psychological states.””" Sea-Wind
deploys a descriptive, scientific prose narrative to imaginatively describe ani-
mal life cycles, such as the awakening of an eel’s desire to migrate:

A strange restiveness was growing in Anguilla the eel. For the first time in
her adult life, the food hunger was forgotten. In its place was a strange, new
hunger, formless and ill-defined. Its dimply perceived object was a place
of warmth and darkness . . . She could not know that the way to it lay be-
yond the pond outlet over which she had clambered ten years before. But
many times that night, as the wind and the rain tore at the surface film of
the pond, Anguilla was drawn irresistibly toward the outlet over which the
water was spilling on its journey to the sea.”

f Carson’s stories for the Baltimore Sun represent the discovery of her sub-

ject, then “Undersea” and Under the Sea-Wind are her first plunges into the
style and voice that would develop into her signature narrative. As a child,
Carson loved Algernon Charles Swinburne and John Masefield and “all the
other great sea poets.”” As she grew older, her writing was inspired by the
works of the British nature writer Richard Jeffries, whose poetry she kept by
her bedside’ and whom she considered “as a sort of literary grandfather of
mine.”” Also influential was Henry Beston’s 7he Outermost House,”® a book
she discovered in Baltimore’s Enoch Pratt Free Library during her graduate
school days.”

Just as important to her style were her reporting trips—and the feel-
ings they inspired. She filled dozens of field notebooks with scientific details,
descriptive notes, and personal experiences she would later use in her manu-
scripts.”® “The experience I relate in Under the Sea-Wind about the young
mullet pouring through that tide race to the sea is one that comes to mind,”
Carson wrote to friend and confidant Dorothy Freeman. “Of course I guess
I didn’t tell it as a personal experience, but it was—I stood knee-deep in that
racing water and at times could scarcely see those darting, silver bits of life for
my tears.””” In the passage describing the “leaping and racing, foaming and
swirling”® flood of fish, Carson captures both the scene and the wonder she
experienced amid it:
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Now in thousands they poured out of the pond and out of the marshes.
They raced in mad confusion to meet the clean, cold water. In their excite-
ment they let the flood take them, toss them, turn them over and over.
Reaching mid-channel of the slough they leaped high in the air again and
again, sparkling bits of animate silver, like a swarm of glittering insects that
rose and fell, rose again and fell. . . .

How did the pond and the marshes hold them all? On they came, in school
after school, flashing bright among the marsh grasses, leaping and bounding
out of the pond. For more than an hour the exodus continued, with scarcely
a break in the hurrying schools. Perhaps they had come in, many of them,
on the last spring tide when the moon was a pencil stroke of silver in the
sky. And now the moon had grown fat and round and another spring tide, a
rollicking, roistering, rough-and-ready tide, called them back to sea again.®'

Under the Sea-Wind was well-received by critics, naturalists, and scien-
tists, but it was not the success Carson had hoped for. Published in November
1941, the book’s release was overshadowed by the bombing of Pearl Harbor
and “disappeared for a while behind the chaos of events.”®* Carson carried on
with her bureau work and her freelancing,® which included sending a query
letter to Reader’s Digest in 1945 proposing an article on the dangers of DDT,
foreshadowing her later focus in Silent Spring.®

y 1949, Carson had made important strides toward what would become

her breakout work, 7he Sea Around Us. She had secured a literary agent,
developed initial chapters and an outline, and signed a book contract with
Oxford University Press.®> She also successfully applied for a fellowship that
would allow her time to work on the manuscript.’® With all of this in place,
she completed several research trips, traveling first to the Florida Everglades
and then to Woods Hole. Back in Massachusetts she boarded a fishing trawler
that had been converted to a research vessel and motored to the Georges Bank
habitat, an elevated plateau of sea floor between Cape Cod and Nova Scotia.
Carson was able to observe the ship’s oceanographic instruments, examine the
contents of the dredging net, and fill her field notebooks with sensory details,
many of which would later find their way into the book:

As the Albatross 11 groped through fog over Georges Bank all of one week
in the midsummer of 1949, those of us aboard had a personal demonstra-
tion of the power of a great ocean current. . . . The combination of warm
air and cold water spelled unending fog. Day after day the Albatross moved
in a small circular room, whose walls were soft gray curtains and whose
floor had a glassy smoothness. Sometimes a petrel flew, with swallow-like
flutterings, across this room, entering and leaving it by passing through its
walls as if by sorcery. Evenings, the sun, before it set, was a pale silver disc
hung in the ship’s rigging, the drifting streamers of fog picking up a diffused
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radiance and creating a scene that set us to searching our memories for quo-
tations from Coleridge.*”

While Sea-Wind told the stories of the animals who lived in ocean envi-
ronments, 7he Sea Around Us was a literary and scientific profile of the ocean,
explaining not only how the seas came to be, but also how waves, currents,
and tides functioned. Here, Carson’s style fully emerges. She discards the ani-
mal personification in her first book in favor of an “imaginative synthesis™®
integrating newly emerging marine science with her own field observations,
synthesizing the enormous amounts of new information coming out of the
field of oceanography in the post-war era.’

Three New Yorker Serializations

ith an agent as her advocate, Carson placed several chapters from 7he

Sea Around Us in popular magazines.” These included a 1950 publica-
tion of “The Birth of an Island” in 7he Yale Review, which met the deadline
for—and won—the George Westinghouse Science Writing prize.”’ But the
plum of these sales was to the New Yorker, which “immediately snatched up
the chapter on waves . . . and called for more chapters, demanding, in fact,
to see it all,” Carson reported in a letter to a friend. “Just what else they are
going to use is still uncertain, but life has become very exciting, with some
fresh bulletin from the New Yorker several times a week!”*?

The magazine bought the rights to nine of the fourteen Sea Around Us
chapters, condensing them into three serialized parts that were informally
dubbed “The Sea Profile”® on an internal make-up sheet attached to the ed-
ited manuscript. June 1951, when the series ran on the magazine’s profile
pages,” marked the first time the magazine ran a profile of a non-person. This
caused “astonishment” among longtime readers that invited comparison with
John Hersey’s “Hiroshima.””> The “big New Yorker deal,”® as Carson called it,
amounted to $7,200—“more . . . than her . . . annual government salary (even
with the literary agent’s ten percent commission, notes her biographer).”” Best
of all, editor William Shawn edited Carson’s work himself. “We are delighted
about publishing this,” Shawn wrote in a letter accompanying the final pay-
ment and thanking Carson’s agent for sending along the “superb” article.
“Thank you for sending us that original chapter, on waves, and starting us off
on the whole happy venture.”®

The New Yorker articles propelled 7he Sea Around Us to instant success
when the book hit bookseller shelves the following month. The book spent
eighty-six weeks on best-seller lists and thirty-two weeks in first place.”” “The
value of this introduction of Rachel Carson to New Yorker readers . . . can
never be accurately assessed, but it must have been enormous,” wrote Carson’s
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Houghton-Mifflin editor Paul Brooks.'® For its combination of “scientific ac-
curacy” and “poetic imagination,”'*! the book won the National Book Award
and also the John Burroughs Medal for distinguished nature writing. This suc-
cess allowed Carson to resign from the Fish and Wildlife Service in 1952 and
to purchase a summer property along the coast of Southport Island, Maine.'*

Her next book, a guide to the shore titled 7he Edge of the Sea, followed
in 1955. It, too, was serialized in the New Yorker,'® this time merit-
ing a $2,500 advance for a total of a $10,000 writer’s fee at the magazine’s
“ A rate.”™ Carson wrestled with doubts, fearing this book was “very far
below” what her readers would expect after 7he Sea Around Us,'™ but she
was buoyed by Shawn’s encouraging comments when he saw the manuscript:
“She’s done it again,” he told her literary agent.'* Carson’s second experience
with the magazine’s editorial staff mirrored her first. “It is following such a
familiar pattern,” she wrote to a friend. “In the preliminary stages, especially
in indirect dealings, they can seem so exasperating and indifferent to things
that matter to others; then when we move on into direct conversations, they
are so kind, considerate, and eager to work out difficulties that all earlier
annoyances simply dissolve.”'”” Upon publication, the articles were greeted
with “keen critical interest,” though not the “same intense excitement” that
accompanied her earlier book.'*®

Silent Spring was Carson’s third and final serialization in the New York-
er. Unlike her Sez books, which began as book contracts and later became
New Yorker stories, Silent Spring began as a New Yorker assignment that then
yielded a book contract. Long skeptical of the use of poisons in the envi-
ronment, Carson was drawn back to the subject in 1958 by a Long Island
lawsuit against the federal government to stop the aerial spraying of DDT on
privately-owned land. Convinced the story would be of interest to the New
Yorker, she wrote to E. B. White urging him to cover the case for the maga-
zine: “There is an enormous body of fact waiting to support anyone who will
speak out to the public—and I shall be happy to supply the references.”'””
White couldn’t take the story, but urged her to report on the subject herself
and to contact Shawn.''? She followed his advice and in a subsequent phone
call found Shawn to be “quite his usual, wonderful self” and willing to talk
“on and on”""" about the possibility of a long, two-part story of 20,000 to
30,000 words."? As the story took shape, Carson also signed a book contract
with Houghton Mifflin.""® A two-and-a-half hour visit with Shawn later that
year resulted in an expanded assignment of 50,000 words for the magazine,
and assurances she did not have to adhere to a strictly objective style: “Best of
all, I can (indeed, he wants me to) present it strictly from my point of view,
pulling no punches,” she wrote of her conversation with Shawn. “He says,
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‘After all, there are some things one doesn’t have to be objective and unbiased
about—one doesn’t condone murder!””'" The magazine bought the piece
for a flat rate of $25,000 that included an advance of $5,000.'"> When the
final series ran to 71,410 words, Shawn requested a total of $11,000 in ad-

!¢ (The magazine’s financial files indicate Carson received

ditional payments.
a $12,375 cost-of-living adjustment check as well.) '/

Carson’s progress on the manuscript was painstaking and slow, but Shawn
was known for giving writers the time they needed to develop their work.""®
He called to encourage her, buoying her spirits. “Did you realize how much
that little Christmas Eve call from Mr. Shawn meant to me?” wrote Carson
to Dorothy Freeman. “I'm confident now about all of it.”""? Carson delivered
fifteen of seventeen chapters to Shawn in January 1962. After reading the
manuscript, he phoned her, calling it “a brilliant achievement,” and telling
her, “you have made it literature,” “full of beauty and loveliness and depth of
1

feeling.”'?® Afterwards, she felt both a “happy turbulence”?' and a deep sense
of reassurance: “You know I have the highest regard for his judgment,” she
wrote to Freeman, “and suddenly I knew from his reaction that my message
would get across.”'**

The sense of respect and esteem was mutual. The publication of Silenr
Spring sparked a furor, yet the magazine stood by her, with E. B. White writ-
ing to tell Carson the stories were “the most valuable articles the magazine
had ever published.”* But Carson did not long survive to participate in the
ongoing debate. Just 15 months after the Christmas Eve call with Shawn,
Carson died of an ongoing battle with breast cancer that she had hidden from
the world. When this news made it to the offices of the New Yorker, a memo
circulated among the magazine’s financial staff. A check was to be issued to the
Nature Conservancy in the amount of $100, with the “stub to read: In memory

of Rachel Carson,” the memo stated. “A donation approved by Mr. Shawn.”!**
“The Aim of All Literature”

hough scholars have recognized Silent Spring as a landmark work of

environmental journalism, some have suggested the genre of literary
journalism would need to be more “broadly interpreted.”'” Additionally,
Carson’s earlier works—her freelancing and her three books on the sea—are
generally overlooked, though like Silent Spring those too reported and ex-
plained contemporary scientific findings in a descriptive, literary format. The
omission of these works may be indicative of the long-debated “problem of

126 of just what constitutes literary journalism, as the bound-

identification”
aries of the genre tend to blur when “other”? kinds of literature—such as

natural history and nature essays—are considered.
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And while Carson was inspired by the genre of nature essay, her writ-
ing is not primarily structured around the first-person experience in the way
the works of Beston, Dillard, Burroughs, and Thoreau are.'*® According to a
taxonomy of nature writing constructed by Thomas J. Lyon, 7he Sea Around
Us is better understood as natural history essay. In this form, “expository de-
scriptions of nature” dominate and then resolve into interpretation, arranging
“natural history information into a coherent, literary whole.”'? While this is
a useful typology, it does not account for the timeliness of Carson’s material,
her methods of reporting, nor her focus on mass media publication—funda-
mentally journalistic attributes.

As some may question calling Carson’s works environmental journalism,
others may take issue with including them in the genre of literary journal-
ism. What standards are to be used to make such a judgment? Drawing on
the works of Thomas B. Connery and Paul Many, John Hartsock uses three
criteria to identify the beginnings of literary journalism in the post—Civil War
era: the application of literary techniques generally “associated with realistic
fiction”; use of “the form . . . practiced primarily by professional journalists™;
and a “critical awareness that the form . . . could be ‘literary’.”"** Refocusing
these criteria to look at an individual case, instead of an era, yields evidence
that Carson’s work satisfies each.

Application of Literary Techniques

arson used descriptive prose to explain new scientific discoveries to a

mass media audience. She drew inspiration from the works of what she
called “the great masters”! in nature writing: Richard Jefferies, W. H. Hud-
son, Henry David Thoreau, and John Burroughs. But, fundamentally, she
saw her work as a new form: “We are not imitators of them,” she said in
her acceptance speech for the John Burroughs Medal. “We are pioneers in
new areas of thought and knowledge. If we are true to them, we are the cre-
ators of a new type of literature as representative of our own day as was their
own.”3* In Under the Sea-Wind, Carson experimented with point of view and
the “reality boundary,”'® and in Silent Spring’s opening fable she employed
documentary fiction.’** As would the New Journalism counterparts who fol-
lowed her, Carson foregrounded her own participatory subjectivity through-
out her books: “I wrote what I knew about [the sea], and almost equally what
I thought and felt about it,” she said in her remarks accepting the National
Book Award. “I did not stop to consider whether I was doing it scientifically
or poetically; I was writing as the subject demanded.”’®> Carson’s ability to
describe her own field experiences in “prose that imparts not just the objective
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facts about the sea, . . . but their flavor and vitality as well,”"*¢ allowed readers
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access to her emotional and intellectual understanding of her subject, wrote
longtime colleague and friend Shirley Briggs. “Her aim . . . was to recreate
the circumstances that had led her to new insights so that the reader would
experience much the same sequence and final seizing upon meaning that she
had known,” Briggs wrote. “The shock of recognition and the emotions that
accompany such understanding are then the reader’s own, not a pale hand-
me-down from a slightly condescending author.”"?’

Experience in Professional Journalism

Forced by financial need early in her career, Carson turned to freelanc-
ing as a source of income. At the Fish and Wildlife Service, she worked
her way up to assistant editor and then editor of the bureau’s service pub-
lications. She also made attempts to land full-time jobs in magazines such
as Reader’s Digest. But “like many professionals in and out of government,”
wrote her biographer Linda Lear, “Rachel Carson was caught in a job that
she was good at, that compensated her well enough, and that gave her certain
critical advantages.”'*® Though Carson never worked as a full-time reporter or
editor in a traditional newsroom, her alternative professional path renders her
journalistic career no less authentic. After all, what ultimately “distinguishes
legitimate journalists from other distributors of information,” write David
B. Sachsman and JoAnn Myer Valenti in the introduction to 7he Routledge
Handbook of Environmental Journalism, “is that journalists find, follow, and
report facts.”'® Carson was a reporter of contemporary scientific research,
and her methods were highly respected. She drew upon an extensive net-
work of sources developed through field experiences and professional con-
tacts made during her government service. By 1950 she “had put together an
impressive network of scientific colleagues”™*® whom she consulted to con-
duct an “astonishing”'*! amount of fact checking, impressing these sources
with her “scientific thoroughness and . . . precision of her language.”'** Her
government experience gave her invaluable insight on how to mine govern-
ment sources for her Silent Spring research, and she protected the identity of
sources that requested anonymity.'* In her interviews with experts, she was
often able to draw out what amounted to a “seminar lecture” on the complex
processes she needed to “to bring to life for [her] readers.”'* This was part of
a reporting process that colleagues described as “slow, tedious, [and] infinitely
painstaking.”'®

Critical Awareness of the Literary

lent Spring, of course, is the masterwork in creating the awareness that
scientific writing could be literary. “No conventional scientific study, how-
ever hair-raising its conclusions, could be expected to arouse such widespread
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interest,” wrote Paul Brooks, Carson’s editor at Houghton-Mifflin. “Rachel’s
genius lay in her ability to make a formidable subject like chlorinated hy-
drocarbons into a work of literature.”“® But this exceptional ability was har-
nessed, honed—and recognized—in her earlier works. The National Book
Award citation commended 7he Sea Around Us as “a work of scientific accura-
cy presented with poetic imagination and such clarity of style and originality
of approach as to win and hold every reader’s attention.”'¥ Similarly, “literary
quality with accuracy of statement” was a condition of winning the Bur-
roughs Medal. However, literary quality mattered more: “the book must have
literary merit first, and then be judged for its scientific merit.”'*® One biology
professor, who sought Carson’s permission to reprint a chapter from her first
book on the sea, wrote: “I feel that if the spirit of science is to be understood
by the layman it will be through the writings of the literary scientist.”'*

hat literary journalism scholars have yet to fully claim Carson’s writing

suggests there is more work to do in constructing a history of environ-
mental journalism as a subgenre of literary journalism. This is a valuable and
exciting opportunity for scholars. While the field of ecocriticism—a broad
and emergent line of inquiry dedicated to “the study of literature as if the
environment mattered”'**—has been more open to studying nonfiction than
most areas of literary analysis, literary journalism has drawn “less critical at-
tention” among ecocriticism scholars, writes Robert Alexander. Literary jour-
nalism’s reliance on immersion reporting, emphasis on “everyday subjects of
modest scale,” and integration of “factual rigor with emotional impact,”"!
uniquely situates the field to draw from and contribute to ecocriticism studies.

It is a timely undertaking of paramount importance, given that the envi-
ronmental crisis is #he major issue of the twenty-first century. “Consciousness
raising is its most important task,” writes ecocriticism scholar Cheryll Glot-
felty. “For how can we solve environmental problems unless we start thinking
about them?”"* And thinking about them, of course, includes constructing
their histories, recognizing the pioneers, understanding how these works have
impacted public policy—or why they have been marginalized, overshadowed,
and ignored.

Because of her distinctive career path as a government biologist, publica-
tions editor, and mass media freelancer, Rachel Carson and her work repre-
sent an important point on the evolutionary path between nature essay and a
literary journalism of science. These two forms—science and literature—are
not only compatible, they are also fundamentally intertwined, wrote Car-
son. “Science is NOT something that belongs in a compartment of its own,
separated from everyday life,” stated Carson in her remarks accepting the
National Book Award for 7he Sea Around Us. “1 think it follows that there
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should not be—indeed there cannot be—a separate literature of science. For
the aim of science is to discover and illuminate truth.”'>?
“And that,” she stated, “is the aim of all creative art—of all literature.

»154
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