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Main points 
´Media history lags behind accepted practices 

and trends in professional history. Often Whiggish 
´Science writing & environmental journalism 

currently very active – SEJ,  NASW  
´Not an historical void / Many people familiar 

with traditional nature writers (eg Neuzil, 2008) 
´Also long neglected are mainstream newspaper 

writers 
´Ongoing resources at history book web site 

www.revolutionsincommunication.com/eh 
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It’s time to get beyond 
whig history of science & 
environmental journalism 

´ Example of Whig history: “If science was even 
mentioned in a newspaper in the early 1900s, “it 
was in terms of magic or miracles, if not mere 
ridicule,” -- historian David J. Rhees. 

´ “It was standard practice to assign the staff 
humorist to cover local scientific conventions.” The 
typical comment was about the length of the 
scientists beards or on the titles of papers with the 
longest and least familiar words…”  

´ True of some publications but not all 



“Well first you have a half-page of 
decoration showing the comet, 

with historical pictures of previous 
appearances… (Then) get some 

good nightmare idea like the 
inhabitants of Mars watching it 

pass. 
(And add) a two-column boxed 

‘freak’ containing a scientific 
opinion which nobody will 

understand, just to give it class…” 

Edwin Emery, The Press and America 1972   
1985 Time Magazine 

“Suppose it’s Halley’s Comet…”  





Traditional science & nature writers 
´ Pliny, Aristotle, Isaac Walton  
´ HD Thoreau, Ralph Waldo Emerson, 

George Perkins Marsh   
´ John Muir, Wm T Hornaday, 
´ Heinrich Ibsen, Sarah Orne Jewett  
´ Mary Austin, Marjory Stoneman Douglas 
´ Aldo Leopold, William T Vogt, Henry Osborne, CP Snow 
´ Rachel Carson, Annie Dillard   
´ Lewis Thomas, Stephen Jay Gould, Carl Sagan 
´ John McPhee, Jon Franklin, Bill McKibben  



1900s Progressive era journalism
´New ethical perspective on nature 

´“Teddy bear” symbol from 1902 
Louisiana hunting trip 

´Tropical bird feathers for hats:    
“millinery murder” 

´Bison extinction:
“crime of the century” 

´Smoke nuisance  
´Water pollution   



Reform spirit 
New York City

“Overcrowded and 
disease-ridden, the 

city’s unhealthy living 
conditions and squalor 

appalled prominent 
figures such as Horace 

Greeley …”  

David Dowling 



1970s mind bomb    
A myth-busting action to create 
a dramatic new impression and 
replace an old cliché.  
EG: Melville’s image of whalers 
changing  to  heroic ecologists 
risking their lives to save 
whales.  
Led to dramatic changes in 
the political terrain … 



Robert Hunter: 
“We had to come up with 
images that would circulate the 
globe … Instead of storming the 
Bastille, we’re storming the 
minds of millions of people…” 

-- The Storming of the Mind, 
1971; Weyler, 2020. 



Public vs 
Private Rights

 

´May 15, 1739  -- Benjamin Franklin, 
editor of the Gazette, and his neighbors 
petition Pennsylvania Assembly to stop 
dumping in Dock Creek and remove the 
slaughterhouses and tanneries from 
Philadelphia's commercial district. 

´William Bradford, editor of the Mercury, 
responds in alarm: “A Daring Attempt (attack) 
on the Liberties of the Tradesmen of 
Philadelphia." 



Benjamin Franklin 

´ 1739 -- Benjamin Franklin and 
neighbors petition Pennsylvania 
Assembly to stop waste dumping and 
remove tanneries from Philadelphia's 
commercial district. Foul smell, lower 
property values, disease and 
interference with fire fighting are cited. 
The industries complain that their rights 
are being violated, but Franklin argues 
for "public rights." Franklin and the 
environmentalists win a symbolic 
battle but the dumping goes on. 



Science writing as yellow journalism

William Randolph Hearst’s 
Journal – American 
editors headlined lab 
tests showing that 
oysters, ice and milk sold 
throughout New York 
city were contaminated. 
´ Legitimate public health 

issues but hysterical 
framing was typical 

´ The hunt for Typhoid 
Mary took place from 
about 1911 to 1915. 



Progressive fight 
for public health  

Samuel Hopkins 
Adams

1871 - 1958 

• Started in 1891 as  a reporter for the 
New York Sun 

• McClure's Magazine, wrote about 
public health  

• Famous for Collier's Weekly series in 
1905, "The Great American Fraud” 

–  Led to the passage of the 1906 
Pure Food and Drug Act and 
1914 Federal Trade Act 



Editors:  Carr Van Anda 
Worked for a new and more serious approach to 
science news 

• Well versed in math (said to have once 
corrected a poor transcription of one of 
Albert Einstein’s equations).  

• Positivistic, pro-industry approach to 
science coverage 

• Relied mostly on industry sources, not 
university professors or public health 
advocates, in environmental controversies 

New York Times 
editor 1904  - 1932



Editors: E.W. Scripps
Founder of Scripps newspaper chain 

´ Founded United Press wire service to counter 
AP monopoly 

´ Fascinated by science 

´ Founded Scripps Oceanographic Institute 

´ Founded  Science Service 1922 



Scripps 
Science 
Service 
founded 1922 
´ Detailed science news 

´ Tended to celebrate 
science 

´ Popularizing science 

´ Avoided controversy   

 



Edwin E. 
Slosson 
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Madame Curie and Her Gram of Radium
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The Independent ... Devoted to the Consideration of Politics, Social and Economic Tendencies, His...Jun 4, 1921; 105, 3774; 
American Periodicals
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Emma Reh,
Science Service 

1920s – 30s 

Riding to an 
archaeological 
site in Mexico   



Editors: Walter Lippmann  
NY World (Pulitzer) 

´ Relied on university and 
public health scientists 
more than industry 

´ Championed the cause of 
the “radium girls” in 1928 

´ Scientific controversy 
exemplified the difficulties 
of informed democracy; 

´ Science also represented a 
powerful institution that 
could stem the tide of 
totalitarianism 



Lippmann & 
Pulitzer’s World 

´ Environmental 
issues are 

clearly part of 
the news 

agenda in 1928
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Serviss: 1913 climate change article 
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"Our Eastern Coast a Tropic Garden -- But England a Frozen Waste"
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Waldemar Kaempffert 
´ Popular science, NY Times 1900s – 1930 
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Miracles 1951



Nat’l Coast Anti-Pollution League 1921

Mayors and hotel owners from East Coast beach towns organized to fight oil 
pollution, which was ruining their beaches.  By the end of the decade, sewage and 
garbage was closing beaches from Coney Island to  Atlantic City.  Extensive press 
coverage due to celebrity leaders, eg Gifford Pinchot    



Chicago 
Tribune 

´ Environmental 
controversy 1927

´ Chicago Tribune 
didn’t like Big Bill
´ Mayor William 
Hale Thompson 
´ Friend of Al 

Capone  



´Gobind Lal 
(INS / Hearst) 

´William L. Laurence 
(NY Times)

´David Dietz 
(Scripps-Howard) 

´Howard W Blakeslee  
(Associated Press) 

´John J. O’Neill 
(NY Herald Tribune) “We must make science accessible to 

the people. Otherwise it is dangerous.” -
- Gobind Lal 

First Pulitzers for science journalism 



First Pulitzer for environmental journalism 
‘Smoke menace’ St Louis Post Dispatch 1940 

“A great city has washed its face.”  -- Sam Shelton, St. Louis PD, 1939  



William L. Laurence (left) and J. 
Robert Oppenheimer (middle), 
talking at the Trinity Site, 1945. 
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Air Pollution 1940s – 50s
´ DONORA  1948 -- Oct. 30 -- 

31 -- Donora, Pennsylvania 
smog incident. Twenty 
people died, 600 
hospitalized and 
thousands suffering in this 
nationally publicized 
environmental disaster.



London Fog 

1952 -- Dec. 4-8 -- 
Four thousand 

people die in the 
worst of the 

London "killer 
fogs." Vehicles 

use lamps in 
broad daylight, 

but smog is so 
thick that busses 

run only with a 
guide walking 

ahead. By Dec. 8 
all transportation 

except the 
subway had 

come to a halt.



1953 -- New York smog kills between 170 and 
260 in November. 



Los Angeles ‘Smog war’ 1954
´Heavy smog 

conditions shut 
down industry 
and schools in 
Los Angeles for 
most of 
October. 



Conservation:  The “blister brigade”  

´ Supreme Court Justice William O. Douglas leads the "blister brigade" of Washington Post 
staffers and families down the old Chesapeake and Ohio canal from Cumberland, Md. 
to Washington D.C. in one of his spring hikes. In March, 1954, Douglas challenged their 
support of a highway to replace the C&O Canal. The area became a 12,000 acre 
national park in 1971 thanks largely to these efforts. (National Park Service Photo) 



Frank Capra 1958 on climate
”Even now, man may be 

unwittingly changing the 
world’s climate through the 
waste products of his 
civilization … Carbon dioxide, 
helps air absorb heat from the 
sun … It’s been calculated that 
a few degrees rise in the 
earth’s temperature would 
melt the polar ice caps… and 
if this happens, an inland sea 
would fill a good portion of the 
Mississippi Valley.”    

UNCHAINED GODDESS was 
part of a 1958 science 
education film series produced 
by Frank Capra for Bell & 
Howell. 



Rachel Carson 
´ May 27, 1907 – April 14, 1964

´ Biologist and writer, author 
of award winning books

´ Silent Spring published in 
the New Yorker in the 
noisy summer of 1963

´ Said DDT and other 
pesticides are killing birds 
in large numbers  

´ Widely reported in press 
along with chemical 
industry counter-attacks. 



Rachel Carson 
´“This was something I 

had not expected to do, 
but facts that came to 

my attention … 
disturbed me so deeply 

that I made the decision 
to postpone al other 

commitments and 
devote myself to what I 

consider a 
tremendously important 

problem.”   



Ann 
Cottrell 
Free 

Baltimore 
Sun 
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