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“Wing Haven: A Sanctuary Continues”
Excerpt from A Bird in the House: The Story of Wing Haven Garden

by Mary Norton Kratt

Charlotte's Sugar Creek and its mosquito-
breeding, bottomland marshes lay just below the
Clarksons home and garden. The neighborhood
was still country enough to have thickets of
blackberry rambling the creek banks. And it was
still peaceful enough to hear the lowing of cows
toward milking time from the across-the-creek
dairy farm of Frank Graham. (In those days,
Graham's son Billy was known only as another
neighbor who had done his schoolboy share of
the milking.) Many of the Clarksons' neighbors
along low-lying westfield Road, like many
charlotteans, were besieged with mosquitoes and
flies each summer. After the discovery of DDT's
effectiveness, they clamored for the DDT trucks to
come and spray.

The Health Department fogging truck, which
two young workers loaded with DDT and drove
each summer weeknight in 1955 through
Charlotte neighborhoods, was so popular that
people would run out into the street to be
sprayed. Some even took off their clothes. The
two who drove the noisy truck were given a city
map of zoned areas targeted for spraying flies and
mosquitoes.

Although the cause of polio had not yet been
determined, the crippling polio epidemics of the
1940s were so fresh in public memory that people
were eager to avoid potentially disease-bearing
insects. The general population celebrated and
used DDT widely against lice, flies, and
mosquitoes. When the fogging took place in the
late 1940s and again in 1951, 1952 and 1953,
Elizabeth Clarkson protested tenaciously and
would come out into Ridgewood Avenue in her
dressing gown to waylay the approaching truck.

"You'll spray my garden over my dead body,” she
told them. The fogger made a tremendous noise
and could be heard blocks away. She feared DDT's
lingering influence and what it would do to the
creatures in her garden. She saw its immediate
and residual effects as few others could.

Elizabeth's complaints to Mayor Herbert Baxter
had small effect. The city agreed not to spray her
garden and yard, but continued neighborhood
spraying. One of the city's sprayers, who was also
a medical student and would later become
president of the Wing Haven Foundation, recalled,
“We had strict rules to cut off the fogger at a certain
place near Ridgewood Avenue. We didn't call
anybody to tell them we were coming to spray.
There was antagonism in the neighborhood. Some
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Elizabeth Clarkson
feeding a cardinal
in her garden
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insisted that their yards and streets must be
sprayed. But we cut off for the Clarksons' property.

“In medical school in 1955 we had a brand new
course called Ecology. Nothing was ever
mentioned about DDT Fogging with DDT was
well thought of by everyone except Elizabeth
Clarkson. She'd be out on the curb in her lovely
pink negligee with her hair up in a bun.”

The Charlotte Observeeported in June 1953,
that Eddie Clarkson hired lawyer William Poe to
argue before City Council against the general
DDT fogging of their neighborhood. “After
hearing arguments on behalf of 351 petitioners
who demanded the fogging in the interest of
health, the council referred it to the city manager,
directing him to resume. It was understood that
the surrounding streets (Selwyn, Westfield,
Maryland, and Hillside Avenues) would be
sprayed. The fogging was briefly stopped in 1948
when Mr. and Mrs. Clarkson complained that
birds in their sanctuary were being poisoned by
food contaminated by DDT.”

In 1958 articles appeared in Audubonand
Scientibc Americaon the residual effects of
spraying. But not until Rachel Carson's startling
breakthrough book, Silent Spring was published
in 1962 did the public begin to learn the
widespread effects of DDT. In Carson's chapter
"And No Birds Sing," landowners all over
America reported total loss of large populations
of birds after local spraying. Groundwater and
fish showed contamination miles distant from
spraying sites. Wide reports were given of birds
building nests but laying no eggs, or laying eggs
which never hatched.

Not until 1972 did the evidence of the
concentration of DDT in dangerous
accumulations in fish and birds lead the U.S.
Government to restrict DDT use. Russell
Piethman, director of the Charlotte Nature
Museum, described Elizabeth as "among the first
to recognize the dangers of DDT to the
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environment, in her housecoat and slippers,
standing guardian of Nature in the middle of
Ridgewood Avenue in the early morning hours."

Read other stories about Elizabeth Clarkson in
the book OA Bird in the House: The Story of Wing
Haven Garden®y Mary Norton Kratt. The book is
available for purchase online in the Shop section
and at the garden.
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