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Rachel Carson 
Ecologist, writer, biologist (1907-1964) 

 
Best-know as the author of the 1962 
book, Silent Spring, Rachel Carson 
was perhaps an unlikely candidate 
to start an environmental uprising. 
 
Rachel grew up simply in the small 
river town of Springdale, 
Pennsylvania. She was a quiet, 
modest child who loved nature and 
poetry, interests that were 
encouraged by her mother.  Rachel 
enrolled at Pennsylvania College for 
Women (now Chatham College) in 
1929, with the intent of becoming a 
writer.  When Rachel felt that she 
did not possess enough imagination 
to write fiction, she turned her 
attention to marine biology, using 
her creative writing abilities to 
complement her scientific writing.   
 
Rachel graduated from college in 
1929. She studied at the Woods 
Hole Marine Biological Laboratory 
and received her MA in zoology 
from Johns Hopkins University in 
1932.  
 

Rachel wanted to continue her 
education, but financial circum-
stances and her father’s death in 
1935 forced her to drop out of her 
doctoral program. Rachel began 
writing radio scripts for the U.S. 
Bureau of Fisheries. She used her 
show, titled “Romance Under the 
Waters,” to bring the oceanic world 
to life for her listeners. 
 
In 1936, Rachel became the first 
woman to take and pass the Civil 
Service test, and the Bureau hired 
her as her a full-time junior 
biologist.  During the course of her 
fifteen-year career in the federal 
services, Rachel would rise through 
the ranks to eventually become 
Editor-in-Chief of all publications 
for the U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Services.  
 
Though she wrote and edited 
government articles on conser-
vation and natural resources during 
the day, Rachel devoted her free 
time to more poetic pursuits. She 
published Under the Sea-Wind in 
1941. It was not a popular success, 
but her 1951 novel, The Sea Around 
Us won the National Book Award 

and stayed on the New York Times 
Bestseller List for 86 weeks.  It 
made Rachel famous has a 
naturalist and scientific writer. 
 
In 1952, Rachel retired from her 
government job to devote herself 
to writing full-time. She had 
become interested in the use of 
chemical pesticides after World 
War II, and her interest was re-
kindled after a Massachusetts 
friend sent her a letter reporting 
that a large number of birds were 
dying on Cape Cod as a result of 
DDT sprayings. 
 

This interest was the impetus for 
the 1962 book Silent Spring, a 
work that described how DDT 
entered the food chain and 
accumulated in the fatty tissue of 
all animals (including human 
beings), causing cancer and 
genetic damage. The work ignited 
a firestorm of controversy, 
drawing particular criticism from 
chemical companies and some 
members of the government. 
Rachel was prepared for the 
opposition and included in the 
book 55 pages of notes and a list of 
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scientists who had read and 
approved the manuscript.  President 
Kennedy himself read the book and 
was influenced by it. The President’s 
Science Advisory Committee 
thoroughly vindicated both Silent 
Spring and its author. As a result, 
DDT came under much closer 
government supervision and was 
eventually banned. 

Rachel Carson died in 1964 after a 
long battle against breast cancer 
(battle she was fighting while she 
was writing Silent Spring). Her 
works showed a skeptical public that 
nature is vulnerable to human 
intervention, and her courage and 
dedication helped to launch a greater 
environmental awareness move-
ment that continues to this day. 
Rachel’s witness for the beauty and 
integrity of life continues to inspire 
new generations to protect the living 
world and all its creatures. 

 

 
 
 
 
 

Rachel Carson’s works include: 
 
 Silent Spring 
Under the Sea-Wind 
The Sea Around Us 
The Edge of the Sea 
The Sense of Wonder 
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