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ABSTRACT
RECIPE FOR DISASTER: CHEMICAL WASTES, COMMUNITY ACTIVISM, AND
PUBLIC HEALTH AT LOVE CANAL, 1945-2000
By
Amy Marie Hay

Love Canal, one of the best-known environmental disasters of the late-twentieth
century, represents a signal event in American history. The short and standard version of
events begins in 1978, when residents of a suburban neighborhood in Niagara Falls, New
York, learned that they lived near a chemical disposal site containing approximately
22,000 tons of hazardous wastes. They organized, fought state and federal officials, and
won permanent relocation from the arca. This commonly accepted account, known
simply as Love Canal, encapsulates a mythic American story: aggrieved, honest citizens
fight big government and business to protect their families and homes. In the process,
Love Canal became a script for certain kinds of environmental activism, with women as
essential participants. The story of health and environmental activism in Niagara Falls,
however, involves many more actors and stretches chronologically into the 1990s. Using
Niagara Falls as a case study, this dissertation project examines women’s grassroots
activism within Niagara Falls and the interface with a variety of “experts” —
governmental, scientific, and medical — in battles over definitions of risk, the importance
of professional knowledge, and public perceptions of Niagara Falls; community
members’ involvement demonstrated citizen agency and women'’s alternative activism as

these groups affected policy decisions regarding the environment and public health.
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Niagara Falls itself becomes a metaphor for the American experience, as activists
overcame their disappointment with public officials, disbelief in science and
disappointment in the democratic process. At the beginning of the twentieth century,
Niagara Falls seemed poised to combine a healthy, thriving chemical industry with the
pristine natural beauty of the falls. The LaSalle neighborhood within Niagara Falls
promised working- and middle class families in the 1950s, 60s and 70s the opportunity to
buy their own homes and participate in the “American Dream.” After the discovery of
the buried wastes, residents faced economic and medical uncertainty. Other events
within American society — the Vietnam War, student democracy movement, women’s
movement, and Watergate scandal — framed the discovery of the community’s toxic
threat. Love Canal activists effectively used “local knowledge” to challenge the collected
authority of the assorted experts, and effectively change public policy decisions. This
Love Canal case study illuminates broader issues of risk, citizen participation, and state
obligations within American society, as Love Canal residents presented a variety of
arguments to justify relocation from the contaminated site. Community activism
demonstrated the mixed legacy of America’s postwar social movements, showing
ordinary citizen empowerment, continuing racism, and the tensions over the growing
uncertainty of scientific knowledge and authority. As such, Love Canal activism
challenges the assumption of the decline of social activism with the end of the Vietnam
war, and suggests that social movements took on new forms and concentrated on

different issues in their interactions to the state.
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Chapter One
“A New Species of Trouble”
Introduction to the Love Canal Chemical Disaster
“Love Canal Declared Clean, Ending Toxic Horror” proclaimed the March 18,

2004 front-page New York Times headline. The article reported that one of the country’s

first toxic waste site eligible for Superfund monies, a 1980 federal program that targeted
polluted areas for federal aid in removing wastes and restoring land, appeared “clean

9’1

enough to be taken off the list.”" Twenty-five years earlier, a best-selling exposé had
described the “toxic horror” in one Love Canal family’s basement as “a strange black
sludge bleeding through the basement walls . . . [n]othing could stop a smell like that of a
chemical plant from permeating the entire household, and neighborhood calls to the city
for help were unavailing.”” For various groups — area residents, activists, observers —
Love Canal came to hold meaning as both a physical place, the abandoned canal site used
to bury chemical wastes, and as experience, primarily a series of events that took place
over approximately three year period, from 1978 to 1980.

Love Canal’s physical space resulted from a failed economic venture. In the late-
nineteenth century, Niagara Falls entrepreneur William Love started a canal project to link
different elevations of the Niagara River, producing cheap electrical power in the process.
The economic crash of 1893 and development of other power sources led to the project’s
abandonment. Even after Love’s business failure, Niagara Falls remained a vibrant city at

the turn-of-the-century. Long known for its natural beauty and a popular tourist

destination throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the city contained a growing
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chemical industry. The availability of cheap power, generated by the Falls, attracted
manufacturers like Union Carbide, DuPont, Olin Mathieson, and a homegrown company,
Hooker Chemical, to the area since the early twentieth century. Starting in 1920, Hooker
Chemical, the City of Niagara Falls, and other chemical companies dumped their wastes in
the clay-lined canal site for several decades. Hooker Chemical exclusively used the site
for dumping after it purchased the land in 1943. In 1952, Hooker Chemical sealed the
dump site and sold the property to the Niagara Falls Board of Education, and the site
became the source of ongoing resident complaints, with the majority of complaints
centering on leaking chemicals and noxious odors. The Board proceeded to build an
elementary school on the property, and the location attracted real estate developers who
built suburban housing. By the early 1970s, the last of new housing developments built in
the LaSalle neighborhood were sold. When scientists with the United States
Environmental Protection Agency (hereafter the EPA) detected pesticide pollutants in
Lake Ontario in 1977, they traced the contamination back to the chemicals buried in the
middle of the LaSalle neighborhood. Few expected the next development: LaSalle area
residents became politicized and with other community activists demanded state
intervention in the now recognized crisis. Beginning in the summer of 1978, the mostly
working-class residents united, fought, and eventually won a state buy-out of their homes
and relocation of approximately 900 families. This series of events also became known as
Love Canal, one of the country’s first attempts to deal with chemical wastes, what
sociologist Kai Erikson called “a new species of trouble.” This Love Canal’s meaning

remains elusive, even until today.?
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Love Canal became one of the best-known environmental disasters of the late-
twentieth century, and represented a signal event in American history. The commonly
accepted account of events, known simply as Love Canal, encapsulated a mythic American
story: aggrieved, honest citizens fighting big government and business to protect their
families and homes. Contemporaries, societal critics, and later scholars imbued the events
of Love Canal with sometimes overlapping and sometimes contradictory meanings. Love
Canal became a rallying cry in the emerging environmental justice movement, although
that movement became more closely linked to issues of race.* Two contemporaneous
accounts focused on residents’ politization and interactions with the state. One woman,
Lois Gibbs, emerged as the major leader of the most prominent community group. Her

memoir, Love Canal: My Story, served as a public memory of the disaster and supported

her later environmental activism in grassroots community organizing against other
hazardous wastes. One of the other best known Love Canal accounts came from a scholar
living nearby. Dr. Adeline Levine, a sociologist at the State University of New York at

Buffalo, conducted a study of residents’ activism and wrote about it in Love Canal:

People, Politics and Science, published in 1982. Her study indicted state government for
its failure to adequately respond to residents’ needs, and she charged that the cost of
cleaning up toxic wastes, coupled with concern over the precedence the disaster would set,
sentenced Love Canal residents and their advisors to a long, protracted fight for their basic
rights.

Other scholars used Love Canal as a case study to examine policy, knowledge, and

women’s activism. Allan Mazur focused more closely on the tension between scientific
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truth and political decisions in his work on Love Canal, A Hazardous Inquiry: The

Rashomon Effect at Love Canal. Mazur’s work explored why one specific account,

resident and activist Lois Gibbs’, became the accepted Love Canal story. Other
sociologists, including Phil Brown, Steve Kroll-Smith, and Steven Crouch used Love
Canal as a case study example of the social construction of scientific knowledge and the
new responses citizens took in challenging scientific and medical authority.” Finally,
feminist scholars viewed women’s activism at Love Canal as evidence of a new kind

environmental philosophy, eco-feminism, that challenged the patriarchal subjugation of

nature and women. Carolyn Merchant’s Earthcare: Women and the Environment
represents the most prominent of these works. Ongoing historical studies of Love Canal
consider it within a long-term historical environmental perspective and examine its gender
dynamics.®

This study places Love Canal within a broader historical context of America in the
1970s. It considers issue of risk, expertise, and the ways in which a chemical disaster and
interactions between ordinary citizens and public officials showed the mixed legacy of
America’s postwar social movements. The Love Canal chemical disaster was more than a
simple story of community empowerment. The disaster resulted from a century of
technological progress that produced the chemical wastes buried in the canal. The
manufacture of numerous consumer goods, used as the Dupont slogan proclaimed in
making “better things for better living through chemistry,” and from pesticide and
herbicide production that ensured abundant food supplies, carried unforseen risks.” Love

Canal brought together various groups composed of residents, community activists, and
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public officials who contested the meaning of scientific authority, the role of government,
and what this chemical disaster meant for the broader society. These conflicts created new
challenges for those in power, forcing officials to pay attention, for the first time, to
working-class whites, minorities, and women. Examination of the Love Canal disaster
allows insight into the ways postwar social movements affected existing social thought
and institutions, along with the ways citizens and government changed in response to the
problem. In this sense, Love Canal is a case study that illuminates historians’ attempts to
wrestle with an appropriate periodization and paradigms for understanding post-1945
America.

Historians’ narrow focus on what groups composed the 1960s New Left has
obscured significant issues. Instead of one solitary group, the Students for a Democratic
Society (SDS), many postwar social movements were interconnected. At the same time,
using SDS as the paradigm social movement misconstrues the 1960s as a story of
declension. It also misses a fundamental reshuffling of Americans’ thinking and politics.
In his essay, “A Movement of Movements: The Definition and Periodization of the New
Left,” historian Van Gosse builds on newer historiography that questions previous
scholarship that attempted to chronologically constrain the New Left within the 1960s and
reduce it to a mainly white student movement centered within the group Students for a
Democratic Society (SDS). This narrow definition omitted other important mass
movements attempting to achieve civil rights, such as those led by “African Americans,
Puerto Ricans, Chicanos, Native Americans, Asian Americans, women, gays and lesbians,

poor people, prisoners, pacifists, anti-imperialists, and others . . . ”* Responding to Gary
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Gerstle and Steve Fraser’s edited collection called The Rise and the Fall of the New Deal

Order, 1930-1980, Gosse challenged the existing periodization that marked the 1980s as

the end of the New Deal and the beginning of the conservative backlash.” He suggested,
instead, a more inclusive view of postwar social movements that highlighted their
interconnectedness rather than their fractures. In Gosse’s periodization, the New Left's
influence expanded chronologically beyond the narrow confines of the 1960s, starting with
the 1950s Civil Rights movement and extending into the changed political landscape of

the 1970s and 1980s. In an influential 1996 work, The Origins of the Urban Crisis: Race

and Inequality in Postwar Detroit, historian Thomas Sugrue marked the end of the New

Deal in 1968 with the Detroit race riots rather than 1980, supporting Gosse's contention.
Sugrue cogently argued that Americans contested what kind and who would receive the
benefits of New Deal liberalism. Gosse’s “movement of movements” helped reshape the
contours of the political playing field, shifting the fundamental issues Americans fought
over. More recently, Lisa McGirr identified 1964 as a key moment in the rise of the New
Right, several decades before Ronald Reagan’s election in 1980.'° This historical
rethinking has important consequences for how 1970s America should be understood.
Historical scholarship had already begun challenging the focus on SDS as the
singular New Left group of the postwar period. As early as 1979, with the publication of
Personal Politics, Sara Evans showed the connections between the Civil Rights movement,
the New Left, and the women’s movement.'' In his essay, Gosse echoed questions that
Wini Breines raised concerning the use of SDS as the paradigm of New Left activism."

Gosse credited historical works on the Civil Rights movement and black politics as
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counter examples to such thinking. Women’s history, too, has presented a strong
challenge to narrowly defining the New Left and SDS as the paramount social movement
of the postwar period. Other scholars continued Evans work on the interconnections
between Civil Rights and other social movements, up to the most recent scholarship which
includes Barbara Ransby’s 2003 biography of Ella Baker.'> Wini Breines’ and Alice
Freeman’s work on women’s involvement in the New Left also offered a corrective to the
narrow focus on male activists, while Daniel Horowitz’ biography of Betty Friedan
examined the influence of labor radicalism on Friedan’s later leadership of the women’s
movement."*

The reduction of the New Left to SDS shaped historical understandings of the
1960s and what happened after in another unfortunate way, making it into a story of
decline. Historian Richard Moser identified the historical trend of making the 1960s an
idyllic moment ended by the conservative backlash of the 1980s: “The reigning historical
accounts explain the [1960s] as a utopian moment in which America’s rebellious sons and
daughters strove for authenticity and sought to perfect the world with moral and political

! The story became one of

ideals that envisioned an almost apocalyptic change.
“declension” wherein the promise of the 1960s social change was lost after 1980 in a
conservative backlash.'® This Love Canal case study supports a more nuanced
examination of the 1970s, using an understanding of history that Moser describes in terms

of “transformation and reconstruction.” In this vision, the process of historical change

proceeds “as the play between continuity and discontinuity or between tradition and






innovation.”'” Moser went on to argue that tradition in this sense becomes part of the
tension from which new consciousness emerges and change occurs.

Historians have begun examining the 1970s as a distinct historical moment as well.
Contemporaries judged the decade as self-indulgent and disillusioned, a turning away
from the idealism of the 1960s. An emerging reassessment of the 1970s suggests that this
was the decade where ordinary Americans grappled with the changes in politics, culture,
and everyday life instigated by various postwar social movements. Arthur Stein sought
out the positive legacy of these social movements in his early examination of the 1970s,

Seeds of the Seventies: Values, Work, and Commitment in Post-Vietnam America. Other

scholars have offered a more mixed opinion of the changes wrought by such social

movements.'® Much research has begun assessing changes specific to the 1970s

themselves. The most significant of these works, Bruce Schulman’s The Seventies: The

Great Shift in American Culture, Society, and Politics, argued for the “southernization” of

American society, a process closely connected with two major changes in America that
occurred during the 1970s: an emphasis on free markets, and a retreat to the shelter of
home and family. An essay collection edited by Beth Bailey and David Farber also
examines new phenomena that emerged in 1970s America like skate and punk,
technology, and new understandings of sexuality, race, and the role of America within the
world." This study of Love Canal looks at the ordinary people initially left out of many of
these cultural and economic shifts, such as the relocation of industry to the South, but still
affected by them. One major change within American society visible in the 1970s was the

environmental movement, which many saw as the major legacy of ‘60s idealism.






The Love Canal chemical disaster followed a new environmental awareness that
emerged in the early 1970s, and a study of the disaster furthers changes within
environmental history that consider the urban landscape. Already begun in Samuel Hays’

Beauty, Health, and Permanence (1987), environmental historians identified the post-1945

period as demonstrating different understandings of the environment.”> While examining
postwar environmental policy, Hays” work connected postwar environmentalism with the
environmental activism of the Progressive Era. His work also noted an important change
in the'way Americans understood human beings relationship to the environment from one
of conserving natural resources to preserving them. William Cronon’s Nature’s

Metropolis: Chicago and the Great West represented a major work integrating human

action within the field of environmental history. In response to criticism of Nature’s
Metropolis, Cronon wrote an even more influential essay that reshaped the fields of both
urban and environmental history. In “The Trouble with Wilderness: or Getting Back to the
Wrong Nature,” Cronon criticized environmental historians’ narrow focus on “pristine
nature” that typically left human beings out of their historical examinations.”' This essay
paved the way for new historical examinations of the urban and suburban environment,
such as Andrew Hurley’s work on Gary, Indiana, Adam Rome’s consideration of suburbia
and environmentalism, and Maureen Flanagan’s study of women’s differing
understandings of the urban city.”> Both Flanagan and Rome, in his essay on the 1960s
and the environmental movement, discuss middle-class women’s environmental activism

1.23

as well.” This Love Canal study advances these studies, and explores new ground: the

health and environmental activism of working-class women in the 1970s.
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Scholars have marked the 1970s as an important break in the twentieth century.
Here, the Love Canal chemical disaster provides a historic case study showing the
beginning of a postmodernity characterized by changed economic structures, challenges to
scientific authority, and the hazardous legacies of industrial society. Two significant
social theorists identify the 1970s as key moment in the shift from modemity to

postmodernity. In his work, The Condition of Postmodernity: An Enquiry into the Origins

of Cultural Change, social theorist David Harvey identified 1972 as the point when a

postmodern age began. As part of his discussion postmodemity, Harvey examined both
“time and space as sources of social power.™** Generally, capital held the advantage in
setting the standard measures used by society, such as the manipulation of time as seen in
something like the ten-hour workday. In the past, capital also had an advantage over labor
with regards to the control of space, which Harvey distinguished from place. Working-
class people typically made strong stands against capital based in certain locales, like
Seattle’s general strike in 1918, the Flint strike in 1933, and to the 1960s urban unrest.?
The importance of space and place at Love Canal lies with residents’ ability to make their
particular struggle connected to a distinct place a universal struggle connected to a
perceived right, the obligation of the state to protect its citizens, and a challenge to
capital’s control over space. Residents achieved a social movement that Harvey described
as having “the aim of liberating space and time from their current materializations and
constructing a society in which value, time, and money are understood in new and quite

different ways.””® Even as capital altered its relationship to space, however, Harvey

10
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argued that changes in capital such as flexible accumulation did not signify a postcapitalist
or postindustrial society.”’
The continuation of a capitalist system in this postmodern condition still carried

consequences observed by other social critics. In Risk Society: Towards a New

Modernity, social theorist Ulrich Beck argued that in the 1970s human societies moved
from an age of modernity anchored in the capitalist industrial society to an age marked by
risk. Beck’s provocative work argued that human beings were moving beyond modernity
to another stage, which he called “reflexive modernity.” Just as industrial society replaced
the hierarchal power of birth and church with that of science and technology, now these
categories of power were being replaced. Beck noted the tension in industrial society
between the underlying premises of modernity like “civil rights, equality, functional
differentiation, [and] methods of argumentation and skepticism,” and the fragmentary and
incomplete realization of these ideals.”® Modernization brought about industrial society,
and Beck’s reflexive modernization brought about a new kind of society, a “risk society.”
If industrial society’s capitalism sought to legitimize the unequal distribution of wealth in
a society of scarcity, risk society addressed the distribution of modernization’s hazards.
Beck defined risk as the “systemic way of dealing with hazards and insecurities induced
and introduced by modemization itself.”*’

Beck described the risks of this reflexive modernity as not necessarily new, but
definitely changed. The idea of risk itself no longer carried connotations of bravery and

adventure, but now implied global dangers. He contrasted the previous ills of

industrialization with the current ones: “It is nevertheless striking that hazards in those
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days assaulted the nose or the eyes and were thus perceptible to the senses, while the risks

of civilization today typically escape perception and are localized in the sphere of physical

and chemical formulas (e.g. toxins in foodstuffs or the nuclear threat).™° The chemical
wastes found in Niagara Falls fit Beck’s definition of this new kind of risk. The 22,000
tons of chemicals dumped in the old canal site included polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs),
benzene, toulene, lindane, and dioxin. All of these organic or semi-organic chemicals are
odorless, long-lasting, and harmful in small quantities. These new environmental risks
elude detection in a way that previous pollution risks like smoke and fouled waters did not.
Unlike the sanitation challenges of the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries, the
chemical wastes buried at Love Canal presented public health with a difficult challenge as
officials tried to understand and manage the risks the chemicals presented. Love Canal’s
leaking chemicals were first discovered in Lake Ontario, and held the potential of
polluting the other Great Lakes. Further investigations showed not only the canal dump,
but multiple sites of contaminated land spread all over the Buffalo-Niagara Falls
metropolitan area. Love Canal fit, more or less, with all of the five claims Beck made
about risk society, particularly those concerning knowledge. Chemical wastes posed risks
“that generally remain invisible, being based upon causal interpretations, and thus exist
only in terms of the scientific/anti-scientific knowledge about them [making] them
particularly open to social definition and construction.”' Love Canal especially
demonstrated Beck’s claim that the dangers of risk society, like a toxic spill, present the
“political potential of catastrophes” which can lead to the “reorganization of power and

2932

authority. The fundamental question in risk society, as science policy analyst Sheila
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Jasanoff correctly identified, lies with decisions about not only illness and death, but also
how and who experiences these events, and what does it mean to live with uncertainty and
ignorance about our surroundings.” Love Canal marked the beginnings of this changed
consciousness.

Both Harvey and Beck identify the 1970s as a key moment in the emergence of
postmodern society. Harvey actually gives a year, 1972, wherein capitalism assumed new
forms and contemporary culture shifted. Beck identifies the 1970s as the moment where
recognition of risk as the defining element of what he calls reflexive modernity. One

contemporary source published in 1977, Edward Lawless’ Technology and Social Shock,

marks the 1970s as a moment when Americans’ consciousness of risk began to change. In
his book Lawless examined several case studies dealing with current technological
problems and their coverage in the news. Lawless identified the public alarm over various
technological hazards as ‘social shock’ and considered the ways these episodes were
covered by the media and perceived by the general public.** Because of the unknown risk
posed by the leaking chemicals and the extensive media Love Canal received, it resembles
the case studies collected by Lawless. Scientific and medical professionals increasingly
used the concept of risk and risk assessment from the 1970s onward.*> These
characteristics also distinguish Love Canal from other cases of urban environmental
pollution that historians have studied. In 1970s America, political malfeasance
demonstrated another upheaval of traditional hierarchies of power. The 1974 Watergate
scandal precipitated Americans’ loss of confidence in government, and negatively shaped

citizens’ relationships with public officials. Shocked by the country’s failures abroad, in
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Vietnam, and at home, Americans in the late 1970s struggled to reconcile previous
assumptions.

Niagara Falls’ residents routi‘nely accepted the pollution in their homes and
workplaces caused by the city’s chemical companies, but their attitudes changed after
Love Canal. Unlike the response of Progressive reformers at the turn-of-the-century, most
working-class whites and minorities sporadically fought to improve their polluted
environments but experienced little success in cleaning up their cities.”® Residents
accepted their polluted cities in part because they associated the pollution with good jobs
and homes and accepted the perceived trade-off. Psychologist Michael Edelstein
interviewed Niagara Falls’ residents and noted that prior to Love Canal residents had
normalized living in their industrial setting, that their city’s pollution composed an
accepted, if not acceptable, part of an “industrial Iandscape.”3 7 After the Love Canal
disaster, residents viewed their surroundings as a “contaminated landscape,” one in which
they refused to accept the associated risks. The dramatic ‘discovery’ of Love Canal
changed residents’ understandings of the risk posed by chemical wastes and increased their
resistance to accepting such risks.

In his environmental study of Gary, Indiana historian Andrew Hurley delineated
the “social geography of pollution” based upon class and racial inequalities between
residents. One of the best postwar community studies of urban environmental pollution,
Hurley’s work explained the ways in which capitalism produced not only an uneven
distribution of wealth, but an unequal distribution of harm.*® The study provided historical

proof of Beck’s characterization of earlier pollution and the ways the wealthy tried,
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somewhat successfully, to avoid the hazards of modemization. As middle-class whites
took advantage of postwar housing built in the environmentally cleaner suburbs, working-
class whites and blacks both lived and worked in the most polluted parts of Gary. In
Hurley’s account of Gary, United Steel defeated a multi-racial and class coalition
concerned with holding the company responsible for its pollution. Unlike Hooker
Chemical, the corporate culprit of Love Canal, United Steel effectively used stalling
techniques and poor economic conditions to resist city and state attempts to require new
technology that would reduce its pollution. The difference between Niagara Falls
appeared to be the framing of Love Canal pollution in terms of harm as identified and
defined by residents themselves and the broader societal acceptance of residents’
perceptions of risk and demand for state intervention.

This study considers the effect hazardous chemical wastes had upon a mostly
working-class residential community in Niagara Falls, New York, and what this disaster
meant for the community and the country. A brief overview of Love Canal begins with the
mobilization of a mostly working-class neighborhood in a moderate sized city, Niagara
Falls, New York. Residents demanded that the state buy their homes and relocate them
away from the leaking toxic chemicals. State of New York authorities initially only
relocated families closest to the canal, called inner-ring residents, in the fall and winter of
1978, a few months after becoming involved in the growing crisis. The remaining
residents made a number of different arguments and carried out numerous public
demonstrations to extend the borders of the evacuation area. In the process, one

residential group — the Love Canal Homeowners’ Association — became a model for
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grassroots organizing and effectively pressuring public ofticials to address environmental
pollution. Women composed the most active members of the Homeowners’ Association.
Their visible involvement became a part of the successful script for mobilizing
communities, and represents one of the best studied aspects of the Love Canal chemical
disaster. Using their roles as mothers, news media coverage, and local knowledge of the
area’s geography and community, these women successfully forced the Jimmy Carter
administration to help New York State to buy out the remaining residents’ homes, those
living in the outer-rings. The disaster and its handling also prompted Congress to amend
1970 environmental legislation and create a “Superfund” of monies designed to clean-up
other environmental pollution around the country. This study places the disaster into an
historical context, and seeks to answer a number of questions. What were the influences
and consequences of the major postwar social movements — Civil Rights, student
democracy, women'’s liberation — on Love Canal specifically and American society more
generally? In what ways does the Love Canal story change if actors other than the Love
Canal Homeowners’ Association are added back into the story? What significance does a
women’s activism based upon a maternal identity have in a post-feminist society? In what
ways were the rhetoric and actions of community activists effective? What are the
consequences of those arguments and actions? What does Love Canal tell us about
American society in the 1970s? How did Love Canal change American society?

The rest of this introduction examines two of the best-known groups of actors at
Love Canal — the Love Canal Homeowners’ Association and the New York State

Department of Health — and their formation, leadership, and positions in the Love Canal
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crisis. It argues that deeper tensions than economics pitted these two entities against each
other, as residents and public officials struggled to define the nature of the risk presented
by the canal’s chemical wastes and what constituted proper action. Chapter Two looks at
the residents’ initial claims for state intervention primarily based upon property ownership,
and their disappointment at government’s failure to respond. The chapter argues that this
lack of response on the part of government can be seen in the hostilities between
homeowners, who expected state protection of their property, and minority and senior
renters living in a housing project located at the edge of the contaminated area. State
indifference to residents’ claims based on property-ownership meant homeowners made
new arguments for relocation that are examined in Chapters Three and Four. Chapter
Three examines residents’ claim that the state was obliged to relocate them based upon the
threat chemical wastes posed to families, reproduction, and homes. The evidence
presented suggests that citizens’ relationship with the state was shifting from one based
upon the home as property to one based upon the home as the site of the traditional nuclear
family. Love Canal’s women led residents in demanding state public health officials
protect their families, present and future, from the harm posed by toxic chemicals. Along
with the threat to homes and families, residents made claims of expertise based upon local
knowledge, which composes the subject of Chapter Four. The chapter argues that residents
successfully challenged the Department of Health’s scientific authority in defining what
harm had been done. Love Canal residents’ perceptions of risk became the accepted
transcript of events. Contrary to later accounts, the Love Canal Homeowners’ Association

never explicitly argued for relocation on the basis of social justice. Chapter Five examines
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another community group that claimed state intervention on the basis of social justice, the
Ecumenical Task Force. The chapter argues that it was this interfaith coalition that
recognized government and corporations should be held responsible for aiding Love Canal
residents based upon tenets of social and economic justice. The group also showed
changes in religious understanding of the environment, and suggests some of the ways that
the social movements of the postwar period went “underground,” appearing in news forms
of activism. Finally, Chapter Six traces Love Canal’s political, cultural, and intellectual
legacies.” It argues that aside from initial cultural productions that more successfully
captured the disaster’s apocalyptic aspects, the Love Canal’s influence on later political
activism, cultural productions, and intellectual scholarship erased and replaced specific
elements of the disaster, which altered the tragic and heroic lessons of Love Canal. The
chapter also considers what meaning the Love Canal holds today.
% * * * * * * * *

“We are most willing to meet with the Grounds and Buildings Committee of this
Board to help plan the play area. . . . The carrying out of these requests would create a
healthy and safe play area for over 500 youngsters, who have no place to attain good clean

recreation.””’

Mrs. Edward Salerno, the chairwoman of the Playground & Recreation
Committee for the 99" Street Home & School Association, made this plea in November of
1961. The Association wanted to the area directly behind the school improved so it could
serve as a playground. As Mrs. Salerno pointed out in her address, the group spoke not

only as parents, but as property owners who wished that “school grounds meet the

standards of our private homes and churches.”® By spring of the next year, the parents’
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dedicated efforts finally brought action and gave their children a demonstration in

democracy at work. A Niagara Gazette article credited the parents’ role as essential in the

Board of Education’s decision. Going beyond a letter writing campaign, Association
representatives had met with the school’s principal, school system consultants, and the
city’s director of parks and recreation. “In addition to meeting with various authorities,”
the article noted, “the group also made a neighborhood survey to determine how many
youngsters would benefit from a playground.""” The Association’s success proved to be
an ironic one. Less than twenty years later the 99" Street School would be closed, and the
surrounding neighborhood abandoned, as the result of actions taken by another group of
concerned mothers. A dramatic revelation in the summer of 1978 alerted LaSalle
neighborhood residents to a much bigger threat to their children’s health — the presence of
toxic chemicals leaking from a hazardous waste dump buried beneath the playground
itself. These later LaSalle neighborhood mothers did much more than write letters and
meet with public officials to protect their children from chemical wastes.

Many other things had changed within American society in the intervening years
between 1961 and 1978, most particularly the emergence of social movements that altered
the relationship between citizens and the state. The 99" Street Home & School
Association mothers were possibly aware of the Civil Rights movement, but most likely
not deeply involved. College students at the University of California at Berkeley, the
University of Michigan, Columbia University and on other college campuses had yet to
articulate their disappointments with American society and propose radical solutions. The

Association women may have recognized some of the limitations of their individual lives,
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but would not have connected these problems to a systemic hierarchy of power based upon
sex. Their school activism took place before Betty Friedan identified the suburban home

as a “comfortable concentration camp” in her 1963 book, The Feminine Mystique and the

subsequent women’s liberation movement. In 1961, LaSalle mothers may have worried
about the nuclear arms race and its fallout, but they and their families were also enjoying
America’s unprecedented postwar prosperity.

A new consciousness appeared to be the biggest change the Niagara Falls’ LaSalle
neighborhood experienced between 1961 and 1978, but not necessarily one of societal
inequalities. Instead, Niagara Falls’ residents slowly became aware of the multitude of
hazardous compounds that surrounded them in their everyday surroundings. Postwar
Americans knew about the horrific effects of nuclear radiation, and had debated the
benefits of water fluoridation. In the 1950s and 1960s, grassroots organizations
successfully lobbied on the local and federal level to alter public policy regarding water
fluoridation and nuclear testing. Members of these movements worried about low-dose,
long-term exposure to substances known to be harmful at higher doses.*> Rachel Carson’s
cautionary tale published in 1962, Silent Spring, represented one of the best known
warnings about the use of chemical pesticides and their harmful effect on the natural, and
possibly human, environment.*® In Niagara Falls, a new understanding of the possible
harm the buried toxic chemicals represented came about primarily because of the efforts of
one news reporter, and the determination of one LaSalle homemaker.

During the summer of 1978 the community slowly became aware of the buried

chemicals. As late as the fall of 1978, many LaSalle neighborhood residents remained
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unaware of or unsure about the toxic chemicals hidden under the neighborhood. LaSalle
resident Lois Gibbs’ ignorance of the chemical dump in her neighborhood was typical of
many residents. She credited her first awareness of the buried hazardous wastes to a series
of articles written by Niagara Gazette reporter Mike Brown throughout the spring and
summer of 1978. Like Gibbs, many residents dismissed the first articles, thinking that the
dump site was located somewhere else in Niagara Falls. Some residents admitted they had
known about the waste site, but not the chemicals, and still others claimed to have known
about the presence of chemicals all along.** LaSalle residents paid more attention to
Brown’s reporting when EPA and New York State environmental engineers began
investigating their neighborhood. Almost all of the residents agreed that they did not
realize the dangers connected with the buried chemicals until the newspapers articles
began to appear. Some residents even identified Brown as the “most important person in
this whole melodrama, terrible tragedy, . . .”*> Even when they knew about the chemicals,
residents remained unsure of the risks these substances posed.

Awareness of the chemical contaminants buried within the neighborhood slowly
led to residents questioning the area’s experiences of ill health. Once she became aware of
the buried wastes, Gibbs worried if the chemicals could be the cause of her son’s illness, a
concern that prompted her to speak to her neighbors. These contacts played a crucial role
in the next step of the community’s mobilization.*® The Gibbs family lived on 102™
Street, several blocks from the canal itself. Unlike homes immediately surrounding the
canal, none of the residents on the street had experienced the noxious odors, emerging

barrels, oily, black liquid, or other physical signs of chemical contamination in their
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backyards or basements. Gibbs™ son Michael attended the 99" Street elementary school
which was at the center of the contaminated area. When she learned about the chemicals,
Gibbs wondered if they could be affecting her son’s health. Michael suffered from
epileptic seizures, with no family history to explain his condition. Gibbs contacted the
school principal and requested Michael be transferred. The school official denied her
request on the grounds it would set precedent allowing other children experiencing
unexplained illnesses to leave as well. Gibbs realized that it would take community
pressure, and worked up her courage to get petition signatures to close the school, since
“[o]ur children’s lives were being threatened.”’ Concern for her son’s health gave her the
courage to approach neighbors about the possible dangers of the toxic wastes in their
midst.

Gibbs appeared as a typical suburban homemaker and mother when she began
contacting her neighbors about the petition, and this role provided the foundation for the
community’s mobilization. She went from house to house, talking with people in their
homes, explaining how she understood the implications of the newspaper stories.*® These
contacts occurred in normal, everyday settings, and they allowed Gibbs’ one-on-one
contact with the wider neighborhood. Starting with her friends, Gibbs “went to the back
door, as [she] always did when [she] visited a neighbor.”* Gibbs literally mobilized the
community over their kitchen tables and slowly recruited other women in the
neighborhood to help. Debbie Cerillo, a friend from high school helped gain signatures
for the petition.®® Another mother, active at the 99" Street School, met Gibbs’ there and

joined the petition campaign. She described her experience: “She [Gibbs] really got me
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into it, got my curiosity going and really getting me concerned and we went knocking on
doors getting people to sign, . .. ">’ One woman became involved because her mother
lived next to Gibbs and conveyed the daughter’s offer of help.”> Many women considered
such activities as their contribution to the family, a natural sexual division of labor within
the family.® The neighborhood women in particular became essential links in the
community’s growing awareness of the chemicals. One young mother described her first
meeting with Gibbs at a neighborhood playground. Gibbs appeared with her own children
and began to talk to the woman about neighborhood concerns over the chemicals. The
LaSalle woman’s description of the meeting gave a sense of how these community
encounters might be initiated, with Gibbs’ own role as a mother an essential part of the
interaction. Gibbs herself noted that people told her about their illnesses, that “people
would tell [her] their troubles.”*

Lois Gibbs’ concern mobilized LaSalle mothers and their subsequent politicization
followed in a long tradition within American history. Motherhood represented an
important role and useful category of activism from the American Revolution onward.’ 5
Throughout the nineteenth century, women identified themselves as mothers and justified
their public activities on that basis.>® Motherhood represented an especially powerful role
at the turn-of-the-century, as women addressed the social evils of alcohol, urban pollution,
and women’s labor conditions.”” Important health and social welfare programs recognized
the state’s responsibility to mothers and children as politicians responded to the
enfranchisement of women.”® During the 1930s, women reformers influenced New Deal

welfare policies and activists used their role as mothers and consumers to protest food
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costs.” In postwar America, women continued to mobilize around the role of
motherhood, and mothers played crucial roles in the Civil Rights, anti-nuclear, and anti-
war movements. Poor women united to demand better housing and welfare policies.*’
Motherhood became a contested category within second-wave feminism, as liberal and
conservative women fought over which group best represented mothers with respect to
reproductive rights, the Equal Rights Amendment, and work conditions.®' In 1978, Gibbs’
and the other Love Canal women’s health and environmental activism marked one of the
first manifestations of activist mothering after the women’s liberation movement of the
late 1960s and 1970s. Gibbs identified her own political activism as rooted in her strong
identity as a mother worried over her children. “They made a conscious decision that it
was OK to make my child sick,” Gibbs noted when describing her anger at public
officials’ refusal to help residents.®*

As she went from home to home, Gibbs built a network of concerned neighbors.
In getting petition signatures, Gibbs became aware of previously unrecognized health
problems: families in house after house in the streets surrounding the canal had
experienced unexplainable illnesses, including miscarriages and birth defects. What had
initially been twenty-five minute visits grew to stays of an hour or more, as Gibbs
answered residents’ questions. People became even more curious after a June meeting
with the New York State Department of Health, where they were advised not to eat

vegetables out of their garden. Public health warnings fanned residents’ worries, which

deepened the more they learned.
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Gibbs proved crucial in linking community residents with informed outsiders who
provided important support. As one resident expressed it, Gibbs “had a lot of connections
to get this thing going and people didn’t realize how many people she knew, and all the
right people.”® Two individuals in particular became essential resources to both Gibbs
and eventually the Homeowners’ Association — her brother-in-law, Wayne Hadley, and the
woman he introduced Lois to, a research scientist named Dr. Beverly Paigen. Hadley
taught biology at the State University of New York at Buffalo. Gibbs routinely babysat for
Wayne and her sister Kathy in her LaSalle area home. Hadley’s scientific training and
personal experiences as an environmental activist greatly contributed to Gibbs’
development as a community leader.** Hadley “translated” the list of chemicals detected
by air tests that Gibbs and other residents received from the New York State Department
of Health in June. Paigen, a researcher at the Roswell Park Memorial Institute — Buffalo’s
premier cancer research center — also helped residents understand the scientific
information collected. She, too, had scientific training and an activist past, having served
as the director at the University’s Rachel Carson School, an undergraduate program that
encouraged the awareness and study of environmental problems.®> Hadley tutored Gibbs
on how to negotiate the system — public appearances, politicians, the press — while Paigen
provided information and long-term support. Gibbs herself also took the initiative to meet
state officials handling the situation. Actions by taken by the New York State Department
of Health also helped mobilize the community.

The New York State Department of Health only became involved at Love Canal

after the local government and county health department failed to respond to the disaster.
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The federal EPA detected Mirex, an organic pesticide, in Lake Ontario in 1976. The New
York State Department of Environmental Conservation traced the chemical back to one
source, a dump located at 102™ Street in Niagara Falls. Hooker Chemical and the Olin-
Mathieson Company jointly used the site, and both denied depositing Mirex there.

Concurrent with Mirex investigations, the Niagara Gazette published a story exposing the

chemicals buried in the Love Canal site. By 1977, the city of Niagara Falls hired an
outside consulting firm, Calspan Corporation, which offered a plan to reduce groundwater
contamination in the LaSalle neighborhood. Concerned over costs, the city eventually
decided not to act, and by the spring of 1978 the state Department of Health was the lead
agency investigating the disaster..

Public officials recognized the unique problem the buried hazardous chemicals
presented almost from the beginning. In April of 1978, David Axelrod, head of the
laboratory division, urged Commissioner of Health Dr. Robert Whalen to take action after
Axelrod realized that the samples analyzed at the state lab were from a residential area.
Whalen visited the site in April of 1978 and witnessed the smelly leaking barrels and
chemicals rising to the surface. He issued a series of health directives to the Niagara
County Health Department.®® The Niagara area public officials responded slowly and
ineffectually, offering cheap fans to help with ventilation problems and delaying the

1.7 This response typified the lack of action the

erection of a fence around the cana
Niagara County Health Department displayed all along. As early as 1954, the department

received at least nine complaints about Love Canal chemicals. In response to residents’

continuing complaints, the department’s only discernible action consisted of dumping dirt
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over exposed chemicals. The Niagara County health department also failed to
communicate with any state agencies about the status of the dump.®® Even after the
department fenced the area off, children still played on school grounds all summer and
continued to use the space as a part of their private recreational activities.*’ At the same
time, the local press — especially reporter Mike Brown — intensified their coverage of the
growing list of problems. Eventually, after an EPA report suggested potentially serious
health consequences, state public health officials met with residents to discuss the
situation.”®”

An emergency declaration by the Department of Health provided the catalyst in the
formation of the Homeowners’ Association. Department officials scheduled a meeting to
discuss what should be done about the chemical contamination at the canal on August 2.
Gibbs, her husband Harry, and Debbie Cerillo drove from Niagara Falls to the state
capital, about a five to six hour drive. Those attending the meeting included public health
officials, consultants, other LaSalle area residents, and reporters, including the Gazette’s
Brown. Once there, Department of Health Commissioner Robert Whalen proclaimed an
emergency health declaration, recommending that all pregnant women and children under
the age of two leave the area. The declaration shocked the LaSalle neighborhood
representatives. Gibbs remembered her brother-in-law’s admonishment that the press
would be there for only the first fifteen minutes of the meeting and immediately
challenged the gathered officials. Dr. Nicholas Vianna, the DOH medical investigator,
told Gibbs he had found no evidence of “abnormalities” present in the wider

neighborhood, in the examinations of residents done by the Department of Health since
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June. Gibbs countered that she knew of at least five crib deaths “just by walking around,
and [she] wasn’t doing a health survey . . . [she] had found sick people all around the
canal.””" Vianna advised her to enlist residents’ cooperation in filling out health surveys,
to “push the residents” if she wanted to get anything done. The Niagara Falls contingent
left, angry, frustrated, and concerned about the safety of their homes and families.

While Gibbs and Cerillo both challenged public officials at the Albany meeting,
residents in Niagara Falls responded to the emergency health declaration. Gibbs, her
husband Harry, and Debbie Cerillo arrived in Niagara Falls the same evening of the public
meeting. Once there, they found a panicked group of residents, milling about the street
“screaming, yelling and talking — and burning papers in a bucket.””> Resident Tom
Heisner, nominally in charge of the crowd, called for Gibbs to speak about the Albany
meeting even as he encouraged the crowd to burn their mortgages and tear up their tax
bills. Gibbs spoke to the crowd, her first of many speeches about Love Canal.” Gibbs
described the meeting events and explained the emergency health order. Women and
children were being evacuated because public health officials detected an increase in
miscarriages and birth defects. Gibbs told gathered residents the reason more people could
not be evacuated was that “the data were insufficient, according to Dr. Vianna.”™ She
urged the crowd to tell the state medical investigators everything, from increased pimples
to colds and headaches, conditions Paigen had alerted her might result from chemical
exposure. Women asked about what had been done to their children, what might happen.

Residents expressed fears about leukemia and crippling diseases, questions all beyond
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Gibbs’ ability to answer, and with no public health representatives present. Residents
organized in response to their perceived abandonment by public officials.

Within days of the initial health declaration, residents formed a citizens’ group to
pressure public officials to address the neighborhood’s recognized chemical
contamination. Public health representatives appeared at a tense and emotional public
meeting in Niagara Falls on August 3, the day after Commissioner Whelan issued the
emergency health order. Residents almost erupted when they learned that only families
with pregnant women or children under two would be relocated from the area and were
given no real explanation of what risks they faced. Gibbs demanded to know why New
York State Governor Hugh Carey was absent from the meeting. The next night, August 4,
at a public meeting held at the Frontier Fire Hall, the members of the newly-formed Love
Canal Homeowners’ Association elected their officers: Lois Gibbs as president, Tom
Heisner as vice-president, Karen Schroeder as secretary and Debbie Cerillo treasurer.

Residents held different opinions about how the extent of chemical contamination
and how to handle the problem of leaking chemicals. After reporter Mike Brown’s articles

began appearing in the Niagara Gazette, resident Karen Schroeder called U.S.

Congressman John LaFalce’s office. Schroeder also attended the Department of Health
meeting in Albany, but evidently did not speak at the gathering. Gibbs later suggested that
Schroeder had connections to Hooker Chemical, making her suspect. At the very least the
two women viewed the issue of relocation differently.” Schroeder emphasized the
concemns of the residents living immediately next to the canal, while Gibbs and her allies

defined the area more broadly, as “from 93d and 103d streets and Buffalo Avenue to
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Bergholtz Creek . . . [t]hese were natural boundaries that made sense to everyone.””® Of
the north-south boundaries of the area Gibbs identified, geographic features did provide
natural demarcation. Defining the east-west boundaries, from 93" to 103" Streets, created
tensions within the Homeowners’ Association. The inclusion of more homes potentially
decreased the chance of state intervention, as the costs rose with the number of families
affected. Both Schroeder and Tom Heisner owned homes directly by the canal and they
attempted to set up an action committee to address the needs of residents immediately
abutting the canal. They were expelled from the Homeowners” Association, whose
general membership worried that public officials might ignore residents’ concerns about
their safety and the value of their homes.”” New York State officials’ immediate response
justified these fears.

At the same time community residents were organizing, public officials addressed
the problem cautiously, and made residents’ relocation conditional upon medical proof of
harm. A day after the organization of the Homeowners’ Association, Bill Wilcox of the
Federal Disaster Assistance Administration (now the Federal Emergency Management
Agency, or FEMA), toured the canal site, along with Congressman LaFalce. By August 7,
New York State Governor Hugh Carey came to Niagara Falls for a public meeting. Before
that general meeting, Carey met with Gibbs, Hadley, Heisner and Schroeder at a private
meeting at the 99™ Street School. Here the LaSalle residents told him that they feared that
their families were being harmed. At the later meeting, speaking to a large crowd and
covered by the media, Governor Carey told residents that New York State would buy the

houses closest to the canal, and reimburse residents for their furnishings. When residents
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from the wider neighborhood questioned the Governor whether they could be moved, he
replied that if health problems or contamination could be proven beyond the inner rings of
homes, that these houses would be bought as well.” Although state officials acted quickly
once they recognized the problem, their solution left much to be desired.

The preliminary health study results, an angrily mobilized community, and election
year politics all combined to ensure at least some residents would be relocated. Health
Commissioner Robert Whalen issued the emergency declaration once Department of
Health epidemiologists detected an increase in miscarriages and birth defects within
families living closest to the canal. Gibbs had spoken several times about more
widespread illnesses within the community.” Governor Carey’s absence at the initial
meetings angered residents, many who thought he only came later because it was an
election year. While anger at government officials like Carey united residents, the
identification of an arbitrary line of contamination provoked full mobilization and
commitment to the Homeowners® Association.** With a boundary that marked some
houses as “inner ring” — those directly abutting the canal and across the street — and “outer
ring” — which consisted of the surrounding neighborhood, official actions played a part in
creating a group consciousness and identity among residents.*' Perceptions of official
stonewalling and indifference to outer ring residents’ suffering, coupled with the arbitrary
designation of the contaminated areas, served as the basis of community activism for the
next twenty-two months.®* Residents used a number of different arguments in making

their case for state intervention. The next chapter considers 1970s
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Niagara Falls’ economic conditions and race relations. It argues that residents made their
initial claims for state intervention on the basis of property ownership, which revealed
itself to be a flawed strategy. It suggests that citizens’ relationship with the state shifted
from one based on their status as property owners to one based upon the home as the site

of the traditional nuclear family, and one threatened by a new species of trouble.
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Chapter Two

“This House is Worthless”
Race, Property, and Citizenship

One 63-year-old black grandmother, a resident of the LaSalle Housing Project,
condemned the lack of attention low-income renters had received so far during the crisis
from public officials. The housing project bordered on the eastern edge of the area
potentially contaminated by leaking toxic chemicals. The woman never saw any public
officials, though she was home all day. She attributed this fact to race. “Mostly black
people live in these projects, what do they care? Kill them all (laugh).”" The woman
suggested that the renters’ disorganization might be another reason for public officials’
neglect. “They [the renters] don’t know notﬁiné about organization,” she lamented, “so
maybe that’s it. I don’t think any black people here know anything about really getting
together and getting anything done . . . when I see ‘em I just get sick . . . "> Government
assistance, like the politicians themselves, was nowhere to be seen. She criticized local
and state agencies’ failure to respond to the needs of project residents. “They don’t come
here. They’re helping other people,” she noted, “and we pay taxes too. They don’t even
come around. The only people that came around was the Board of Health.”® The best
thing for everyone to do, in her opinion, was leave. She gave her reasoning for such
extreme advice: “What affect them is going to affect us too.”™ Responsible for the care of
eight grandchildren the lack of comparably-sized housing units kept her from following
her own advice, along with the fact that other Niagara Falls housing units required a $600

deposit which she could not afford.
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Her perspective of the situation contrasted with the strong opinions expressed by
one white Love Canal Homeowners™ Association married couple. Disgusted with New
York State Governor Hugh Carey’s response to the disaster, the couple thought
homeowners should be taken care of first. As the husband said, “Those [rental units]
have been vacant and occupied, in and out. We’re owners, and we came first, we
invested our money in real estate and we should come first.”> His wife added: “If they
want to move, why don’t they? Welfare pays to move them.” She pointed out that there
was other state housing available in Niagara Falls. Asserting his tolerance, the husband
stated “if they allow the minorities to . . . if we continuously do this, then we’ll do
anything. If they want to move, damn, let em move!”®

These opposing viewpoints highlight the underlying racial and class tensions
embedded within the Niagara Falls community, tensions intensified by bad economic
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