The Greening Of the Young Author: Bill McKibben's Environmen i

William Booth Washington Post S%aff Writer tal Nightmare and Humbler £
The Washington Post (1974-Current file); Jan 3, 1990;

Pr gtia Historical Newspapers: The Washington Post (1877-1997)

G

The Greening
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Young Author

Bill McKibben's Environmental
Nightmare and Humbler Dreams

By William Booth
‘Washington Post sﬂWdter

inter came early this year to the Adiron-
dacks. The.snows lay heavy and high upon
the comfortable old house of a young writ-
er named Bill McKibben, author of the
pensive and depressing work, “The End of Nature,”

Despite the record cold, McKibben fears that winter
now is a tentative season. He believes that soon De-
cember will bring not snow, but warm drizzle to the
mountains of Upstate New York. And when this hap-
pens, his beloved home in the Adirondacks, nestled be-
neath a wooded hillside, will change forever from a
place where coyotes howl and bears hoot into 4 waste-
land of dead trees and eroded gullies, a ravaged habitat
populated by starving deer searching for. edible
browse,

These terrible things will come about in the near fu-
ture, he believes, because carbon dioxide is accumulat-
ing in the atmosphere, put there mostly by the burning
of fossil fuels, Like a blanket tossed over a warm body,
‘these gases may trap more heat close to the skin of the
‘Earth. And so man, who has done so much to alter the
‘landscape, has succeeded in getting his fingers on the
jplanet’s thermostat and is fiddling with the dial,
~ What will ensue, McKibben says, is the ultimate dis-
‘aster movie: nations drowning beneath rising sea lev-
‘els, jumbo hurricanes inundating flooded coasts, crop
failure, dust bowls, invading insects and summers so
mind-riumbingly long and hot that people in places like
Dallas will beg for mercy. -~ :

These are extreme scenarios, But these are extreme
times, says McKibben, and in his writings he is con-
sumed by ecological doom. “There is no future in loving

See MoKIBBEN, B8, Col. 1
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ature,” he has written, The wild, feck-
léss independence of nature has been
shatched away by man, We are altering
fhe very weather, We have fallen from
grace, says' McKibben, and the only
path to salvation is a return to a sim-
pler, more humble existence,

.- In person, McKibben, 29, does not
appear any worse for his humble life-
style, He has the loose and comfortable
laok of the East Coast woodsman-jour-
naljst; a button-down shirt, pleasantly
xumpled pants, scuffed brown shoes,
He has a rubbery face, with full, large
lips and mouth. His hair is thinning, but
he-possesses an interesting swatch of
white hair on one side of his pate. He
vears a relentlessly interested expres-
sion,
.. His meditations on environmental
disaster are finding a ready audience
among many environmentalists, espe-
cially those who can afford to feel
ghilty about not living simpler and
more humble lives (versus the mass of
humanity who live such lives without
réally trying). Yet while the environ-
njentalists are applauding, many in the
ientific community are not wildly ex-
ctted by his tract on nature and the
gteenhouse effect. Some think the
book is downright softheaded, and
while the threat of global warming is
yéal enough, McKibben's appraisal of
the future has been called “hysterical”
by some of the very scientists he
fuotes in his work,
L “The author has produced a work
that is long on ideology and short on
gcience,” wrote Lynn Margulis, a biolo-
gist at the University of Massachu-
setts, with Edwin Dobb, a senior editor
of the journal the Sciences. Margulis,
whose work was quoted in the book,
takes particular issue with McKibben's
contention that the Earth was a stable
place until Homo sapiens-started
mucking things up by driving Buicks.

“This is bunkum,” Margulis and
Dobb write, “In the past 3.5 billion
years solar radiation, the gases escap-
ing from the planet’s interior and the
machinations of life have never ceased
modulating the atmosphere. These
processes will continue with or without
hutnan beings. The ‘steady state’
McKibben speaks of is a figment of his
romantic imagination.”

‘McKibben, however, seems inexora-
bly drawn to the idea that nature is
pristine and unchanging, “a place
where man isn’t.” He also seems en-
tragced with the more extreme sce-
narios associated with the threat of
global warming. While he tips his hat at

the: complexities- of earth and atmos-.

pheric sciences, McKibben fails to real-
ly tell the reader how extremely crude

are the computer simulations that fore- .

cast future warming. Indeed, many of
these same climate modelers have re-
cently produced simulations that signif-
icantly scale back some of the more
dire predictions of only one or two
years ago. The entire field of study is
burdened by tremendous uncertainty.

“T'feel like I have done a pretty xe-
gponsible job with the science,” says
McKibben over crab cakes and beer at
a Capitol Hill pub. But he adds, “I feel
like people need to be provoked.”

For his part, McKibben felt com-
pelled to move from the city and his job
at the New Yorker to live in the woods
and to try to reduce his own produc-
tion of carbon dioxide. “If what you're
doing is recycling your bottles and ask-
ing for paper bags at the supermarket
instead of plastic, and driving a Saab in-
stead of a Buick, you're not doing
€nough. It's good and noble and a nice
start, but it's just not enough.”

But what is enough, especially when

faced with McKibben's vision of starv- |

ing deer and a microwaved Dallas and
whole nations covered by the sea? The
naturalist author Edward Hoagland, in
his blurb for McKibben’s dust cover,
wiote: “This is just the tocsin we've

been waiting for—angry, eloguent,
manifoldly knowledgeable, Let it ring
and ring and ring, Let it kiaxon for that
matter, Let it cause a hell of a stir.”
But McKibben’s klaxon doesn’t
quite ring. Rather, it has a tendency to
whine, “If the sclentiats are right about
the greenhouse effect, as 1 think they
are, and you change the climate of the
planet, you've taken what was a sys-
tem independent of man and made it a
system altered by man,” says McKib-
ben. “So if 1 walk out 40 years from
now into my back yard and it’s 80 de-
when without man it would be
70 degrees, it scems to me the equiva-
lent of having a plane fly over and drop
beer cans all over the woods, or at
{;ast the philosophical equivalent of
at.” )
These are extreme times, McKib-
ben says, But Bill McKibben is not an
extreme person. He says we all must
pursue a “humbler alternative.” But he
is very uncomfortable about the details
of how to live such an existence. He
shifts in his chair, pokes his crab cake,

stops and starts five different sentenc-*

es, .

“We try to keep the house ‘cold in
the winter,” McKibben offers, but that
doesn’t sound too bad, sitting around a
toasty wood-burning stove in a big
house in the middle of 6-million acres
of forest in the eastern Adirondacks.
“My wife and I drive a lot less than we
used to,” he‘adds, but that too sounds
little thin, comifg from someone in the
middle of a cross-country book-selling

tour.

Faced with his belief that the world
is literally going to hell, McKibben de-
cided not to construct a wood-fired hot
tub in his back yard. Instead, he bought
thermal-pane windows. He and his
wife, freelance writer Sue Halpern, al-
so purchased a fax machine “on the
premise that it makes for graceful, en-
vironmentally sound communication.”
One assumes, at least, more graceful
than the Postal Service.

McKibhen suggests too that we
abolish power leaf blowers, He rallies
to the cause of purchasing more effi-
cient wasting machines, “But if you

_buy such a machine,” McKibben warns

us in his book, “and yet continue to feel
that it's both your right and your joy to
have a big wardrabe, then the essential
momentum of our course won't be bro-
ken. For big wardrobes imply a world
pretty’ much like our own, where peo-
ple pile up possessions, and where hu-
man desite is the only measure that
counts, On the other hand, you could
slash your stock of clothes to a com-
fortable (or even uncomfortable) mini-
mum and then chip in with your neigh-
bors to buy a more efficient washing
machine to which you would lug your
dirty laundry.”

But forsaking an extra pair of pants
is easy. Harder clioices might be called
for, In his heart, McKibben fears that
one day he. might have to leave the
woods and return to the city, so that
nature might be free of his influence.
He also says he may have to give up on
another, perhaps more powerful,

dream.

“ps 1 write about obliquely in the
book, and as I don’t want to discuss
more than obliquely here,” says McKib-
ben, “we try to figure out whether it
makes sense to have children.”

And so it has come to this; that liv-
ing in the woods and driving a subcom-
pact is not sufficient, That asking for
paper bags instead of plastic is inade-
quate. That forsaking hot tubs and
power leaf blowers and environmental-
Iy unsound communication is simply

not enough. We must do more. We .

must base the decision to have a child
on atmospheric chemistry, and that
having a family must, at least on some
level, be thought of ift terms of the car-
bon cycle.

McKibben concedes to being a bit
embarrassed by this. And perhaps he
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should be. His gloomy beliefs are genu-
ine. But he is also the son of position
and privilege, of Harvard and the New
Yorker, living a life that many would
consider charmed while lecturing his
peers about washing machines and leaf
blowers. :

A product of the suburbs of Boston,
McKibben was raised in Lexington,
Mass. His father is Gordon McKibben,
a reporter at the Boston Globe, and the
young McKibben refers to him often-in
conversation: his father’s stories of hik-
ing in the Cascade Mountains when he
was young, of belonging to the Sierra
Club when the organization was small-
er, leaner and sold fewer calendars, It
is obvious that the love of the outdoors
was passed from father to son,

McKibben didn't like Harvard much,
but during his years there he worked
at the university’s independent news-
paper, the Crimson, where he covered
the city of Cambridge. One story

McKibben followed with interest was .

the city’s battles with scientists who
wanted more freedom to work on ge-
netic engineering, another pursuit
McKibben views with distrust,

It was while at the Crimson that
McKibben attracted the attention of
William Shawn, then editor of the New
Yorker. Shawn called the young jour-
nalist out of the blue one day and of-
fered him a job; McKibben assumed it
was a wise guy from the Harvard Lam-
poon, The third time Shawn called, he
convinced McKibben he was for real.

And so, at the age of 21, McKib-
ben's first job out of college was as a
staff writer at the New Yorker, a
dream for someone of McKibben’s age
and experience, When he showed up
for work, it was his second trip to New
York City. -

McKibben spent the next five years
bouncing from sublet to sublet and
writing for the magazine. He wrote
hundreds of short pieces for the Talk
of the Town and Notes and Comment
sections—classic littie New Yorker
bits on The Strongest Man in the
World and astrologers doing the horo-
scope for the Empire State Building,

During his years at the New Yorker,
McKibben wrote an enormous
piece—a critic corplained it seemed
longer than First Corinthians—called
“Household Ecology.” It was abolit ev-
erything that entered or left McKib-
ben’s apartment: water, electricity,
sewage, trash, cable TV, mail, food,
McKibben traced it all back as far as he
could, He went to Brazl, where Con
Ed gets its oil. He went to the subarc-
tic James Bay hydroelectric project. He
went to uranium mines and gas wells
and the post office, .

“That piece made me begin to real-
ize that the things one takes for grant-
ed are enormously complex, difficult
and, in some sense, sort of and
unreliable,” he says; “You can live in:a

place like Manhattan, wheré you have :

very little’ contact with the physical
world, but in fact the smooth and pre-
dictable operation of the physical world
is of immense importance,”

McKibben left the New Yorker.

about two years ago, when Shawn was

forced out by the magazitie’s\ new own-
ers, He left the city and went to live in

 the Adirondacks, where he has contin-

ued to write and to pursue his humbler
lifestyle. . '

His thinking on the greenhouse ef-
fect and global warming evolved both
from his move to the Adirondacks and
his reporting, He was especially moved
by a writer named Edward Abbey., It is
a name that McKibben returns to like a
touchstone in his book and conversa-
tion, A gun-loving libertarian soul who
thought that bears and wolves should
be returned to the national parks, the
late Abbey believed that it wouldn’t be,
a bad thing if some patriot blew up the
Glen Canyon Dam, which flooded an
area in Arizona that rivaled the beauty
of the Grand Canyon,

McKibben glso admires the environ-
mentalism of a radical group called
Earth First!, founded by a former
Washington lobbyist named -Dave
Foreman, Foreman wrote a guide to
ecological sabotage, outlining a tech-
nique known as monkey-wrenching,
which includes gumming up the gas
tanks of bulldozers and driving spikes
into trees that have been marked for
the sawmill, The motto of Earth First!
is, “No compromise in defense of
Mother Earth.”

One of the central thinkers behind
the idea of “deep ecology,” Foreman
believes that humans should not be the
center of the universe, but part of a
cast. that includes all God's creatures,
from redwoods to roaches. .

McKibben says he ‘initially thought
deep ecology to be loopy philosophy.
Throwing a monkey wrench into the
industrial machine was not McKibben's
style. But the idea that man should not
be the center of the universe began to
appeal to him, As much as anything,
deep ecology seems to be the philoso-
phy that McKibben advocates. .

But there is something lacking in
McKibben's endorsement, He maintains
that his ideas about leaf blowers and
washing machines are “radical,” but
McKibben's radicalism smacks of the
shopping mall, of politically correct con-
sumexism. Edward Abbey was a radical,
So is Dave Foreman. McKibben, no
matter how hard he tries, is not.

“Pm a writer. I wrote a book,” says
McKibben. “The book is nothing more
than an attempt to make those who
love the world around us understand
that it is in some peril, At least that's
what I'hoped to accomplish.”

McKibben says he is now on to oth-
er topics,
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