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Silent Spring was published 50 years ago, and still… 
July 20, 2012 

Invoking Silent Spring 

It feels like this summer has been one long heat wave. The only way I’ve been able to tolerate being 
outside is by standing very still under a shady tree with a decent, steady breeze blowing. Even poolside 
has no appeal. It’s simply too wretched. Instead, I’m chilling indoors feeling frustrated at what’s 
happening in the garden. 

Early morning sojourns have revealed the unhappy presence of the dreaded Japanese beetle. I had not 
seen these villains in recent years but now, I’m picking them off urgently and drowning them in a bowl 
of soapy water. Several of them in flagrante delicto. Shameless! Meanwhile, my perennial beds are 
rampant with the lacy skeletons of leaves. From an artistic view, these patterns are quite intriguing but 
for a gardener, it puts paid to long hours of work and anticipation. Such a waste. 

The beds have subsequently been sprayed with Bio-Neem. The application was done in late evening so 
the butterflies and bees were not around and thus not affected. Even organic products are not specific 
so one must be judicious in their use. I’m hesitant to say that this has been truly effective but I have not 
seen the beetles in the past week. My fingers remain crossed. 

One would expect that this heat which sends robust humans running to air-conditioned interiors would 
easily and instantly cook off the pests. But no, they have proven far superior survivors. Similarly, the 
super-high humidity ought to compensate for the lack of good rainfall right? Instead, the soil is dry, 
plants are droopy, and lawns are crispy brown while the moment I step outside I’m covered in a film of 
moisture. Rather disheartening and entirely unfair. 
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Resigning myself to this sorry state of my garden, I went to a friend’s for a summer party. As I stepped 
through the gate, I went into a state of shock. This place was resplendent with wide borders of healthy 
plants in bloom and the large swathe of lawn was an even shade of deep emerald green. Nary a bug-
eaten  
leaf in sight. I’m not in general given to envy but this was just too much for me. I had to know 
right away the secret to this lush garden.  

Ha! Turns out, it is managed completely with non-organic fertilizers and pesticides. Admittedly, said  
friend was sheepish in her admission but I was astounded. At what cost to the environment was this 
garden  
maintained! Needless to say, I fumed the rest of the visit. Thankfully, there were no vegetable or  
fruit-producing plants in this garden. On my return home, my own humble piece of earth did not look so 
bad at all. 

If this were an isolated case I’d be somewhat okay. But sadly, I’ve learned that in their determination to 
have their gardens look good at all times, many gardeners resort to the use of environmentally harmful 
chemicals. I’d like to think our conscience alone would be sufficient to guide us to do the right thing 
but clearly, this is not so.  

Are we humans so easily susceptible to the lure of “perfect” gardens? Have we become so arrogant as  
to think that whatever we do is okay even when we now know otherwise? It grieves me to think how 
disappointed  
Rachel Carson would be to see us now—exactly 50 years after her publication of Silent Spring—still  
turning a blind eye to what ought to have been changed so long ago. We stopped using DDT but picked  
up a battery of other equally vile products. 

I can stand on my soap box and scream and admonish till I’m blue in the face but that won’t make one 
whit of difference. It’s not ignorance that is to be blamed for the continued use of toxic products on our 
land. It is sheer hubris. 

 
Bravo.  Wonderful column about a very important subject. Chappaqua is filled with properties boasting 
perfect lawns and unsullied, if uninteresting, banks of landscaping plantings. And then, if you look closely, 
you see the little yellow flags warning of recently applied pesticides. Scary.    
 
By Julie Gaughran on 07/20/2012 at 8:09 am  
 
Thank you Shoba.  The only thing in bloom on my property are the vestiges of my hosta (I’m afraid 
 that i won’t have any blooms next year).  That would make me sad.  Come down and have a look.  
Tell me what you think.  I also have some penunias in hanging pots on my deck that are doing very well.  
I’ve given them some water on really dry days and I deadhead them but that’s it.  They look pretty good. 
 I look forward to seeing you.    
 
By Nora Mackenzie on 07/23/2012 at 11:57 am     
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