Water and endless cycles of life

Water must also be thought of in terms of the chains of life it supports—from
the small-as-dust green cells of the drifting plant plankton, through the
minute water fleas to the fishes that strain plankton from the water and are
in turn eaten by other fishes or by birds, mink, raccoons—in an endless
cyclic transfer of materials from life to life. We know that the necessary
minerals in the water are so passed from link to link of the food chains. Can
we suppose that poisons we introduce into water will not also enter into
these cycles of nature?
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Clear Lake and gnats

The answer is to be found in the amazing history of Clear Lake, California.
Clear Lake lies in mountainous country some 90 miles north of San Francisco
and has long been popular with anglers. The name is inappropriate, for
actually itis a rather turbid lake because of the soft black ooze that covers
its shallow bottom. Unfortunately for the fishermen and the resort dwellers
onits shores, its waters have provided an ideal habitat for a small gnat,
Chaoborus astictopus . Although closely related to mosquitoes, the gnatis
not a bloodsucker and probably does not feed at all as an adult. However,
human beings who shared its habitat found itannoying because of its sheer
numbers. Efforts were made to control it but they were largely fruitless until,
inthe late 1940s, the chlorinated hydrocarbon insecticides offered new
weapons. The chemical chosen for a fresh attack was DDD, a close relative
of DDT but apparently offering fewer threats to fish life....
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Control Measures in 1949

The new control measures undertaken in 1949 were carefully planned and
few people would have supposed any harm could result. The lake was
surveyed, its volume determined, and the insecticide applied in such great
dilution that for every part of chemical there would be 70 million parts of
water. Control of the gnats was at first good, but by 1954 the treatment had
to be repeated, this time at the rate of 1 part of insecticide in 50 million

parts of water. The destruction of the gnats was thought to be virtually
complete.
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Dying Grebes

The following winter months brought the first intimation that other life was
affected: the western grebes on the lake began to die, and soon more than
a hundred of them were reported dead. At Clear Lake the western grebe is a
breeding bird and also a winter visitant, attracted by the abundant fish of
the lake. It is a bird of spectacular appearance and beguiling habits,

building its floating nests in shallow lakes of western United States and
Canada. Itis called the ‘swan grebe’ with reason, for it glides with scarcely a
ripple across the lake surface, the body riding low, white neck and shining
black head held high. The newly hatched chick is clothed in soft gray down;
inonly a few hours it takes to the water and rides on the back of the father or
mother, nestled under the parental wing coverts.
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