
While Earth Day always
sparks interest in the environ-
ment, little thought is given to
its origins.

The idea for Earth Day did
not emerge with a single
thought. Instead, it evolved
over a period of seven years
beginning in 1962. 

Sen. Gaylord Nelson, widely
regarded as the founder of
Earth Day, was troubled with
the state of the environment
and the fact that it was not an
issue in the political sphere.

In November of 1962, Nelson
decided to introduce his con-
cerns to the public. He attempt-
ed to persuade President John
F. Kennedy to catch his momen-
tum by going on a national con-
servation tour. He began by fly-
ing to Washington, where he
discussed the idea with
Attorney General Robert
Kennedy. Fortunately for
Nelson, Robert Kennedy was on
board and President Kennedy
soon followed.

In September 1963, the
President embarked on his 11-
state conservation tour.
Unfortunately, his tour did not
put the environmental issue
into the national political agen-
da. However, it was the spark
that was needed to raise the
awareness of the issue that
would develop into Earth Day.

When Nelson was at a con-
ference in Seattle in September
1969, he made an announce-
ment. He spread the word of the
nationwide grassroots demon-
stration held for the environ-
ment that would take place in
the spring of 1970. He encour-
aged participation, and the
news traveled quickly. Almost
instantly, Nelson was receiving
telegrams, letters, and calls

from those requesting more
information and those offering
their service and support.

Finally, American citizens
had a forum to express their
concerns about the environ-
ment. For the following four
months, two members of
Nelson’s Senate staff put all
their time and energy into man-
aging Earth Day affairs. Linda
Billings and John Heritage
worked at his office to handle
the correspondence and ensure
that the first Earth Day would
prove successful and produc-
tive.

On Sunday, Nov. 30, 1969,
The New York Times featured a
lengthy article reporting the
astonishing uprising of concern
for the environment and the
events that it ignited. Reporter
Gladwin Hill wrote, “Rising con-
cern about the environmental
crisis is sweeping the nation’s
campuses with an intensity that
may be on its way to eclipsing
student discontent over the war
in Vietnam. ... A national day of
observance of environmental
problems ... is being planned for
next spring.” After the release of
this article five months before
Earth Day, it was clear that
Nelson’s dreams were becom-

ing a reality.
This also meant that the bal-

looning success Senator
Nelson’s office and became
overwhelming for the two staff
members. Three months before
Earth Day in mid-January, the
founder of Common Cause, John
Gardner, provided the growing
group with temporary space for
headquarters in Washington,
D.C. The area was staffed with
volunteering college students
headed by Denis Hayes as coor-
dinator of activities.

Even something as simple as
recycling can make a huge dif-
ference. For example, recycling
one aluminum can will save
enough energy to power a tele-
vision for three hours. That is
equivalent to half of a gallon of
gasoline.

Even though Earth Day did
not have the time or the
resources to organize the over
20 million demonstrators and
the thousands of local commu-
nities and schools that partici-
pated, the spontaneous
response at the grassroots level
made it possible. 

More than making it possi-
ble, it was made a success in
terms of the awareness to the
environment and Nelson’s ulti-
mate goal of having this aware-
ness become a national issue.
Forty years later, the momen-
tum has still not slowed.
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Earth Day Networks 
estimates that 500 million
people from 4,500
organizations in 180
countries will participate
in Earth Day events during
the month of April.

EARTH DAY HAD GRASSROOTS START
EARTH FACT

Sen. Gaylord Nelson

In the Beginning ...


