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Introduction

The Conquest of Garbage

A society in which consumption has to be artificially stimulated in order to keep production going is a society founded on trash and waste, and such a society is a house built upon sand.

DOROTHY L. SAYERS “Why Work?” 1942

 

 

From outer space several human-made objects are visible on earth: the Great Wall of China, the pyramids, and, on the southwestern tip of New York City, another monument to civilization, Fresh Kills Landfill. Briefly a depository for the gory debris of 9/11, this colossal waste heap looks rather like a misplaced Western butte. Its fifty-three years’ worth of refuse are mostly covered by graded dirt and grasses, and not far off one can see what looks like a functioning estuary. On a bad day the methane stench of consumption past wafts up from the guts of the hill, and when storms hit, toxic leachate flows into the surrounding surface and groundwater. If garbage were a nation, this would be its capital. It’s an astounding place, but apart from its size, not so unusual.1

In 2003 Americans threw out almost 500 billion pounds of paper, glass, plastic, wood, food, metal, clothing, dead electronics and other refuse.2 Every day a phantasmagoric rush of spent, used and broken riches flows through our homes, offices and cars, and from there is burned, dumped at sea, or more often buried under a civilized veil of dirt and grass seed. The United States is the world’s number one producer of garbage: we consume 30 percent of the planet’s resources and produce 30 percent of all its wastes. But we are home to just 4 percent of the global population. Recent figures show that every American discards over 1,600 pounds of rubbish a year—more than 4.5 pounds per person per day.3 And over the past generation our mountains of waste have doubled.4

Eat a take-out meal, buy a pair of shoes, read a newspaper, and you’re soon faced with a bewildering amount of trash. And forget trying to fix a broken toaster, malfunctioning cell phone or frozen VCR—nowadays it’s less expensive to toss the old one and purchase a brand-new replacement. Many people feel guilty about their waste and helpless over how to avoid it. This angst intensifies if our discards aren’t promptly hauled away. Consider this tortured passage from a Chicago journalist writing during a 2003 garbage strike:I want to improve the environment. I do. But looking at an extra week’s worth of Lucky Charms With New Larger Marshmallows boxes and Conair packaging and empty water bottles and ripped-up Instyle magazines and dried-out nail polish in Bus Stop Crimson and Gap bags. . . . I wonder if maybe I’m not doing my part.

The mounting trash is a constant reminder of how much we spend. How much we consume. How much we waste.

Won’t someone please come take it away?5





Disruptions in the channeling of trash out of our immediate lives are infrequent; most often the rubbish gets collected on time. But even when the system works well, a nagging feeling can linger: Where does it all go? The opening lines of the popular 1989 film  Sex, Lies, and Videotape bring these repressed anxieties to the surface. Andie MacDowell’s character confesses to her therapist: “Garbage. All I’ve been thinking about all week is garbage. . . . I mean, we’ve got so much of it. You know, I mean, we have to run out of places to put this stuff, eventually.” Many people today feel at least a little uneasy about the profusion of garbage that our society produces. But while its fate most often lies hidden, trash remains a distressing element of daily life, linked to much larger questions that never really go away.

Garbage is the text in which abundance is overwritten by decay and filth: natural substances rot next to art images on discarded plastic packaging; objects of superb design—the spent lightbulb or battery—lie among sanitary napkins and rancid meat scraps. Rubbish is also a border separating the clean and useful from the unclean and dangerous. And trash is the visible interface between everyday life and the deep, often abstract horrors of ecological crisis. Through waste we can read the logic of industrial society’s relationship to nature and human labor. Here it is, all at once, all mixed together: work, nature, land, production, consumption, the past and the future. And in garbage we find material proof that there is no plan for stewarding the earth, that resources are not being conserved, that waste and destruction are the necessary analogues of consumer society.

This book focuses on household waste, or what is often referred to as “municipal solid waste,” which includes rejectamenta from kitchens, bathrooms, hotels, schools, local shops and offices, and small construction sites. Even though over seventy tons of industrial debris from mining, agriculture, manufacturing, and petrochemical production are created for every ton of household discards, it is the slough of daily life that affects average people most directly because it is the waste we make.




Trash Ecology 

The direct environmental impacts of garbage are sobering. Increased amounts of trash mean more collection trucks on the road spewing diesel exhaust into the atmosphere. Incinerators release toxics into the air and spawn ash that can contaminate soil and water. Landfills metastasize like cancer across the countryside, leaching their hazardous brew into nearby groundwater, unleashing untold environmental problems for future generations.

Garbage graveyards have met stricter environmental controls for only the past two decades, with a national set of standards being implemented just over ten years ago. This means that there are scores of dumps across the country still struggling to meet newer, tougher regulations. Meanwhile, they pollute local aquifers, soil and air.

In addition to leaching liquid wastes, landfills also erupt “land-fill gas,” the emissions of decomposing waste. This wretched vapor consists mostly of highly flammable methane, which is a major contributor to global climate change. According to the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), “Methane is of particular concern because  it is 21 times more effective at trapping heat in the atmosphere than carbon dioxide.” Landfill gas also includes the air-borne wastes from things like adhesives, household cleaners, plastics and paints, including carbon dioxide, hazardous air pollutants (HAP) and volatile organic compounds (VOC). One EPA assessment reads: “Emissions of VOC contribute to ground-level ozone formation (smog). Ozone is capable of reducing or damaging vegetation growth as well as causing respiratory problems in humans . . . exposure to HAP can cause a variety of health problems such as cancerous illnesses, respiratory irritation, and central nervous system damage.”6

Incinerators are just as onerous. As of the year 2000, according to the United Nations Environment Programme, municipal waste incinerators were responsible for creating 69 percent of worldwide dioxin emissions. Dioxins are a group of chemicals identified as among the most toxic in existence.7 Even if a facility is outfitted with all the latest filtration gear, dioxin cannot be destroyed or neutralized because it is generated through the very process of incineration. When everyday substances like paper and plastic are burned together they form dioxin, which either takes to the air or lingers in the remaining ash. Incinerators also spew acidic gases (which cause acid rain), particulate matter, carbon monoxide and mercury. Leftover ash can also contain heavy metals like lead, mercury, cadmium and other toxic substances that can leach once buried in landfills.

Packaging comprises the largest, and most rapidly growing, category of discards. More than 30 percent of municipal waste is packaging, and 40 percent of that is plastic. Polymers are now ubiquitous in the country’s incinerators and landfills as they overflow with televisions,  computers, cell phones, medical waste, soda bottles and cellophane wrappers.8 But because they are resilient and toxic, synthetics cannot be safely returned to the environment. On average, plastics are predicted to stay intact for 200, 400, maybe 1,000 years, and these are only guesses.9 For their life span, plastics kept above ground will abrade and “off-gas” malignant releases into the air.10 When buried, plastic resins can leach hazardous materials into the water and soil, and during production polymers are notoriously dangerous, poisoning workers and the environment. Regardless of these problems, the U.S. plastics industry has boomed over the last fifty years, growing at twice the annual rate of all other manufacturing combined.11 Perhaps that’s why the middle of the Pacific Ocean is now six times more abundant with plastic waste than with zooplankton.12

Recycling was presented as a solution to the garbage crisis, but it can’t keep pace with the staggering output of throwaways. About 80 percent of U.S. products are used once and then discarded.13 Although there are more than 9,000 curbside recycling programs in the country, many towns do not collect the stuff. And even if the dutiful separate their metal from glass, much of it still ends up at the landfill or incinerator, having found no buyer on the other end. If substances sent to recovery centers can’t compete with lower-priced “virgin” materials, they get dumped. And, further limiting the expansion of recycling, U.S. producers are not required to use reprocessed materials even though most manufacturers now stamp their containers with the eco-friendly recycling symbol.

Perhaps surprisingly, 50 percent of all paper ends up as garbage (in fact, paper accounts for fully half of the discards in U.S. land-fills).  14 Today, only 5 percent of all plastic is recycled, while almost two-thirds of all glass containers and half of aluminum beverage cans get trashed.15 Tossed as soon as it is empty, sometimes within minutes of purchase, packaging is garbage waiting to happen.

There are other catastrophic environmental consequences of a mass consumption society. While they may not appear explicitly connected to garbage, these effects are unmistakably bound with a system that produces so much trash. Just as manufacturing creates the bulk of all refuse, the mass production that creates the torrent of cans, bottles, and electronics we throw away wreaks havoc on nature due to the insatiable need for raw materials. Extraction of timber, natural gas, oil and coal, along with massive water and power usage, all speed the destruction of the earth’s natural systems.




Forecast: Extreme Conditions 

The rate of climate change is perhaps the broadest barometer of environmental health and is closely linked to trash; the more that gets thrown out, the more pollution-causing processes are relied on to make replacement goods. According to the latest reports, global warming is increasing at a far faster rate than previously predicted. In contravention of the Kyoto Protocol (which the U.S. refuses to sign), America’s carbon emissions from burning fossil fuels—a major contributor to heat-trapping greenhouse gases—increased almost 20 percent between 1990 and 2000.16

Most likely the result of these emissions, extreme weather has already caused a series of apocalyptic scenarios. A 2003 heat wave in France killed 15,000. A quartet of hurricanes in 2004 slammed into  the Caribbean and Florida, slaying hundreds, displacing thousands and causing an estimated $25 billion in damages in Florida alone. On the other side of the planet, Bangladesh suffered the most violent flooding in a half-century during the summer of 2004. Almost 800 people drowned, 30 million were left homeless and countless crops were ruined. The storms left behind more than $6 billion in damages to roads, agriculture and industry.17

Not only are the knock-on environmental effects exported from developed countries to the global South, so are mass production, consumption and wasting patterns. As factories move overseas seeking ever-cheaper armies of labor, they disseminate manufacturing practices that churn out epic amounts of trash and pollution, beyond the reach of the global North’s tighter environmental controls.

Consumption has been transformed in places like India, where ceramic throwaway teacups are being replaced by disposable plastic cups and bottles. Instead of getting harmlessly ground into the roadside, polluting plastic must be buried or burned. Plastic shopping bags are unleashing their wrath across developing countries as well. In China they’re known as the “white pollution,” while South Africans call trashed polymer bags the “national flower.” India is flocked with the soft, thin material; it hangs from trees, litters streets, ruins rivers and chokes sacred cows that consume it while grazing. And in Bangladesh, plastic bags have clogged and destroyed drainage systems, causing such major flooding that the government outlawed the manufacture of disposable synthetic totes in 2002.18

Adding still more to these new and growing wellsprings of trash, much of America’s discards get shipped overseas for recycling and  disposal. These encompass used plastic bottles, scrap metal, spent chemicals, and a virulent new category of refuse that includes trashed televisions, computers, cell phones and other electronics, known as “e-waste.” And foreign processing firms are buying rubbish from the United States—the world’s largest consumer—at a rapidly expanding rate. Exporting wastes from the United States, an industry worth just under $200 million in 1997, grew to over $1 billion in revenues in 2002.19 Container ships from Asia that bring brand-new sneakers, Teflon kitchenware and CD players to the United States now return home packed with American rubbish.

How did we get into this mess? Consumption lies at the heart of American life and economic health, and intrinsic to consumption is garbage. Such high levels of waste are the product not of any natural law or strange primordial impulse but of history, of social forces.

The world of trash did not always exist as it does today. In the nineteenth century refuse was sorted, municipal waste was composted, and all kinds of materials that left the home as discards were extensively reused. But with industrialization and two massive world wars the production system was radically transformed, and so too was garbage. Increasingly, what gets thrown away is shaped by monopolistic corporate power: at one end manufacturers, marketers and ad men, at the other giant corporations like Waste Management Inc. With annual consumer spending in the United States now accounting for about two-thirds of the nation’s $11 trillion economy while outlays on discard handling and disposal approaches $50 billion, it’s no wonder there’s so much trash—garbage is good for business.20





[image: 003]

Household garbage being processed at a landfill. (Lawrence Racioppo, 2000)

1

The “Waste Stream”

Most Americans set their full garbage cans out on trash night and retrieve them empty the next morning. Aside from fleeting encounters—such as a glimpse of a collection truck trundling down a neighborhood street—many people have only a vague sense of where their discards go. They may think that trash is benignly and permanently disposed of in “proper” places. However, the truth is that these sites are filthy, mysterious and ultimately only short-term palliatives. The veiled and dirty story of the discard treatment process tells us more than just where our effluent goes; it also reveals the vast resources channeled into getting rid of our dead commodities.

While for some householders the bulging trashcan placed on the curb might seem like the end of the line, it actually marks the beginning of what many municipal sanitation departments now euphemistically call the “waste stream.” Seemingly imperceptibly, this flow of refuse gets processed through a lengthy and complex system that is grisly, oddly fascinating, and integral to the functioning of our daily lives and the metabolism of the market.




Transferred 

In the dark chill of early morning, heavy steel garbage trucks chug and creep along neighborhood collection routes. A worker empties the contents of each household’s waste bin into the truck’s rear compaction unit. Hydraulic compressors immediately scoop in and crush the dross, cramming it into the enclosed hull. Since collection is the most expensive part of the refuse treatment process, condensing the stuff makes for more efficient use of valuable hauling space, but also means that potentially reusable objects are often immediately destroyed and rendered unsalvageable. When their rigs are full, the collectors return to a garbage depot called a transfer station, where they unload. Once empty, the trucks head out for the next round and continue on this cycle until the day’s work is done.

The transfer station has been used in basically the same way since the earliest days of organized waste collection in the nineteenth century. There was always a limit on the amount a carter could haul in one load, so strategically located lots for temporary dumping were essential. As in the past, today’s transfer stations tend to be huge warehouses, sheds and yards where tons of garbage is stored, sorted, consolidated and reshipped either by eighteen-wheelers, railcars or barges. Typically located in poor and working-class neighborhoods near highways, waterways and rail lines, these transfer stations stink and contaminate the soil. They are a nexus of nonstop diesel exhaust and house giant populations of rats and other pests.

San Francisco’s main waste-processing hub is pretty typical for a city its size. This transfer station, owned by Norcal, a state-wide private rubbish handler, is located in the southern part of the city,  nestled between a major freeway, several public housing projects and a working-class immigrant neighborhood. Most of the city’s household wastes and a portion of its commercial discards are processed at this huge forty-four-acre facility.1

Sprawling across the site are several low industrial buildings connected by dirt access roads. Compactor garbage trucks stream in and out of a cavernous pitched-roof warehouse, referred to by Norcal employees as “The Pit.” Here plastic garbage bags are disgorged from the hydraulic collection trucks by the tens of thousands, their snagged and ruptured bladders spilling tons of waste down into a football-field-sized concrete canyon full of rotting refuse. Swarms of screeching seagulls hover overhead.

Looking down into this hellish scene, one sees a bulldozer, half-submerged in the goo, splattered and caked in muck, its windshield covered in a thick translucent film that obscures the lone driver. Back and forth the dozer grinds and lurches through the garbage, compacting, compressing, and moving oversized heaps away from the zone where the trucks unload. From inside The Pit’s high metal roof falls a steady mist of water to keep the dust and paper down. The stench is unbearable: fetid, greasy, cloying, it penetrates one’s clothes and skin, lingering persistently in the nose and mouth. Garbage workers say they can never fully wash the smell away. Toward the end of the day, the dozer’s eight-foot steel spade shovels this stewing, compacted mess into cargo containers that are hitched to trucks and hauled about fifty miles east to the company’s Altamont landfill. (Other transfer stations might send their refuse to an incinerator.)

On the west side of the compound in another titanic corrugated steel structure is the Materials Recovery Facility, or MRF.2 This is where one finds a more inspiring side of garbage: recycling. Here glass, plastic and metal get dumped from collection trucks onto a wide conveyor belt, which moves the materials through a series of mechanical sorting operations. At one section, blasts of pressurized air blow light plastic off the belt, leaving the heavier metal and glass behind. The plastic is then sucked through a huge overhead tube into a separate part of the warehouse—a cavernous, otherwise empty room heaped twenty feet high with spent milk jugs, water bottles and yogurt containers.

At another point, recyclables flow onto a special perforated conveyor belt that shakes and jerks to sift out broken glass, which falls through the holes into a receptacle below. (The broken glass is sold separately for less money than whole bottles.) Then the materials pass a series of powerful magnets that attract ferrous metals, leaving mostly the valuable and easy-to-sell aluminum behind. (Aluminum is the only item in our current waste stream that is profitably and regularly recycled.) Workers oversee the entire process, checking for contamination and sorting what the machines cannot, like differentiating green from clear or amber glass. At the end of this complex conveyor system, each branch of the belt drops the sorted material into the appropriate receptacle.

Midway between Norcal’s Pit and its MRF in yet another concrete slab metal warehouse is the paper sorting and baling station. Here workers direct the bulging collection trucks as they off-load newspapers, junk mail, office paper and magazines bundled in brown  grocery bags. These longer, partially open, split-bin trucks do not compact their cargo like garbage haulers and so slough the payloads from their interiors in loose and slippery heaps; the air hangs thick with a strange paper dust. From there a tractor gathers the material and dumps it into a baler, which loudly and lethargically excretes giant blocks of compressed printed matter. Workers driving forklifts then organize these easily transportable units into orderly rows. From here the bales of paper will be loaded onto another truck and, like the other salvaged materials, hauled either to a recycling center or more likely to a broker for resale.

The gentle slope of a grassy hill rises over the activity at Norcal’s rambling facility. Its south-facing side is encrusted like a giant mosaic with items employees have plucked from oblivion. Matted stuffed animals frolic with sun-faded plastic gnomes. Toys, old Christmas decorations, and unusual items like a cowboy hat, an antique lamp and a sunken disco ball fill out the ever-expanding composition. It’s a bizarre site in this otherwise highly circumscribed zone, where the most wretched mess is always well contained. This installation pays homage to all those commodities that disappear when they get thrown away. It resembles a spontaneous altar, the kind that might form on a street corner where someone was killed in a car accident. It is a form of folk art that’s simply a human response to witnessing so much waste.




Out of Sight 

Once garbage leaves the transfer station it goes either to an incinerator or, more likely, to what’s called a “sanitary landfill.” Encapsulating  garbage in sealed underground plastic “cells,” the newest land-fills are expected to hold their densely compacted trash in perpetuity. Unlike their precursors, today’s most advanced land disposal sites are meticulously engineered and closely regulated and have monitoring systems for wastewater and airborne emissions. And, like so much else in American culture, today’s fills are supersized—new facilities are referred to as “mega-fills.” The subterranean cells that comprise mega-fills range in size from ten to one hundred acres across and up to hundreds of feet deep. One Virginia whopper has disposal capacity equivalent to the length of one thousand football fields and the height of the Washington Monument.3 Costing on average $500,000 per acre for research, development, and construction, these new garbage graveyards are awesome, eerie scenes.

There’s a reason landfills are tucked away, on the edge of town, in otherwise un-traveled terrain, camouflaged by hydroseeded, neatly tiered slopes. If people saw what happened to their waste, lived with the stench, witnessed the scale of destruction, they might start asking difficult questions. Sitting atop Waste Management Inc.’s Geological Reclamation Operations and Waste Systems (GROWS) landfill, a large hill that rises three hundred feet composed entirely of garbage, the logic of so much consuming and wasting quickly unravels.4 The fill’s “working face,” where the active dumping takes place, is a massive thirty-acre nightmare. A bizarre and filthy enterprise, the scene is populated by clusters of trailer trucks, yellow earthmovers, compacting machines, steamrollers and water trucks. They churn in slow motion through this surreal landscape, remaking the earth in the image of garbage. Throngs of seagulls hover, then plunge into  the rotting piles, the ground underfoot is torn from metal treads, and potato chip wrappers and spare tires poke through the dark dirt as if floating to the surface. The smell is sickly and sour.

The aptly named GROWS landfill is part of WMI’s 6,000-acre trash megafacility just outside Morrisville, Pennsylvania. As of 2002, GROWS was the single largest importer of New York City’s garbage and one of Pennsylvania’s biggest landfills. Although refuse from New York and other metropolitan centers gets hauled to Virginia, Ohio and other states, Pennsylvania is the country’s leading rubbish importer.5 The sprawling WMI compound also includes a waste incinerator, another newer landfill, a recycling center, a leaf composting lot, two soil mines and a reconstituted wildlife area that the company can’t stop boasting about.

Perched on the banks of the Delaware River, this land has long served the interests of industry. Overlooking a sprawling, mostly decommissioned U.S. Steel plant, WMI, the world’s largest trash conglomerate, now occupies the former grounds of the Warner Company. In the previous century, Warner surface-mined the area for gravel and sand, much of which was shipped to its cement factory in Philadelphia. The area has since been converted into a reverse mine of sorts; instead of extraction, scores of workers dump, pack and fill the earth with almost 40 million pounds of municipal wastes daily.

Back atop the GROWS landfill, twenty-ton dump trucks gather at the low end of the working face, where they discharge their fetid cargo. Several feet up a dirt bank, a string of larger trailers gets detached from semi trucks. In rapid succession each container is tipped almost vertical by a giant hydraulic lift and, within seconds, twenty-four  tons of rotting garbage cascades down into the day’s menacing valley of trash. A “landfill compactor,” which looks like a bulldozer on steroids with mammoth metal spiked wheels, pitches back and forth, its fifty tons crushing the debris into the earth. Another smaller vehicle called a “track loader” maneuvers on tank treads, channeling the castoffs from kitchens and offices into the compactor’s path. The place runs like a well-oiled machine, with only a handful of workers orchestrating the burial.

Move a few hundred yards from the landfill’s working face and it’s hard to smell the rot or see the debris. The place is kept tidy with the help of thirty-five-foot-tall fencing made of “litter netting” that surrounds the perimeter of the site’s two landfills. As a backup measure, teams of “paper pickers” constantly patrol the area to snatch up any stray trash. Misters dot fence tops, roads and hillsides, spraying a fine, invisible chemical-water mixture into the air, which binds with odor molecules and pulls them to the ground.

In new state-of-the-art landfills, the cells that contain the trash are built on top of what is called a “liner.” The liner creates a giant underground bladder that is intended to prevent contamination of groundwater by collecting leachate—liquid wastes and the rainwater that seeps through buried trash—and channeling it to nearby water treatment facilities. WMI’s two Morrisville landfills leach on average 100,000 gallons daily. If this toxic liquid contaminated the site’s groundwater it would be devastating.

Liners are constructed differently in varying terrains and climates, but in wetter regions generally look like this: several feet of earth are hard-packed; then a half-inch layer of bentonite clay padding  (“Claymax”) is laid down. Next comes 60-mm-gauge black plastic sheeting, made of high-density polyethylene (HDPE, a thicker version of the material used for milk and detergent jugs); an inch-thick plastic drainage mesh is then installed; on top of that goes another layer of bentonite padding and 60-mm HDPE; then a half-inch-thick synthetic felt fabric gets laid down to protect the layers underneath. Topping it all off is eighteen inches of gravel to facilitate drainage.

Once the cell is filled with trash, which might take years, it is closed off or “capped.” The capping process entails covering the garbage with several feet of dirt, which gets graded, then packed by steamrollers. After that, layers of Claymax, synthetic mesh, and plastic sheeting are draped across the top of the cell and joined with the bottom liner to fully encapsulate all those worn out shoes, dirty diapers, old TVs and discarded wrappers.

Capped landfills are subject to ongoing monitoring in order to comply with various state and federal regulations, many of which came about due to the Clean Air Act of 1970 and the Clean Water Act of 1972. The operators of high-tech fills regularly check leachate and groundwater for toxicity while they extract “landfill gas”—methane, carbon dioxide, volatile organic compounds, hazardous air pollutants, and odorous compounds released by decomposing garbage—through a series of wells. The wells are drilled into the capped fill and use a vacuum system to suck the vapors from the rotting refuse. If handled properly, the gases are either burned (“destroyed”) or turned into electricity after they’ve been collected.

That’s how the landfill runs if all goes well. Not surprisingly, improved landfills have their flaws. Employees and regulators have  discovered pollutants in Virginia’s mega-fills, often as a result of “cocktailing,” the illegal mixing of restricted hazardous and toxic wastes with regular municipal discards. Medical waste, including blood, chemotherapy waste, biohazard bags, human body parts and radioactive castoffs, and industrial refuse like asbestos and lead paint have been found.6 Groundwater contamination by heavy metals was detected at two of Virginia’s mega-fills, raising questions about the reliability of these facilities.7

The new way of rubbish disposal also impacts ownership in the industry. Because building high-end garbage graveyards is so expensive, fewer small businesses and municipalities can afford to go into the trash trade. This leaves the field wide open for well-capitalized firms like the behemoth WMI. And because the overall number of disposal companies is shrinking, fewer firms now have more leverage in setting prices and more power influencing public policy.

It’s not that the interests of the trash conglomerates are all that different from those of smaller companies; increased garbage equals bigger profits for both. The difference between the two lies in scale. In Pennsylvania over the last decade the number of garbage disposal sites has shrunk from several hundred to about fifty, but disposal capacity has soared. That means far fewer companies now own bigger sites and—crucially—given the ability to bury or burn more trash, they do. Previously, there were logistical constraints on small companies; with less access to capital they could grow only so fast and they could consequently dispose of only so much garbage. Today, with large trash corporations, the limits are sky-high.

The giant rubbish firms also hold considerably greater sway than their quaint predecessors over political decision making. In a recent development on the policy front, the EPA under industry-friendly George W. Bush has proposed deregulating landfills nationwide, arguing that mandated environmental protections have become obstacles to innovation.8

Barring such an erosion of protections, today’s requirements, ranging from liner construction to post-capping oversight, mean that disposal areas like WMI’s GROWS are potentially less dangerous than the landfills of previous generations. But the fact remains that these systems are short-term solutions to the garbage problem. While they may not seem toxic now, all those underground cells packed with plastics, solvents, paints, batteries and other hazardous materials are time bombs that will someday have to be treated since the liners won’t last forever: most liners are guaranteed for only fifty years or less. That time frame just happens to coincide with the post-closure liability landfill operators are subject to; thirty years after a site is shuttered, its owner is no longer responsible for contamination, the public is.9




Cleansing by Fire 

Incineration is still the most contested and costly disposal method of all, receiving only about 15 percent of household waste in the United States today. Unpopular since its appearance in the nineteenth century, the incinerator inspires public opposition because it spews stinky, dangerous smoke, gases and ash into the air. Incinerators have also always been one of the most expensive treatment methods  around; these capital-intensive plants require costly initial outlays, constant maintenance and larger numbers of skilled workers than do land dumps. And trash crematories are straight out of hell.

Camouflaged by a neutral big-box exterior, American Ref-Fuel’s Newark, New Jersey, incinerator houses a macabre scene of nonstop destruction.10 In the bowels of the plant is a vast ten-story coliseum that’s more than two hundred feet long and fifty feet wide, filled with garbage. On this scale the individual items in each household trash bag become insignificant; so much refuse amassed in one place stuns the senses. This monolithic room is where all the rubbish is collected before it gets burned. After being unloaded from packer, trailer and dump trucks in an adjacent warehouse, refuse is plowed through any of sixteen passageways into this giant hull. The light is amber and dim, the air hazy. There are no visible flames, only massive concrete chutes through which the trash travels to its fiery fate. Hanging from the ceiling is a gargantuan steel grapple; its long talons can seize ten tons in one go. The grapple swoops down and sinks its spikes into the sea of trash below, then cranes up, dust and paper swirling in a trail behind it. The leviathan then pulls toward one of three concrete funnels and slowly, swaying, releases its prey.

Guiding the grapple is a lone operator in a small control room located just below the ceiling, overlooking the pit. The worker sits in pitch-black darkness, facing a large glass wall. He looks as if he’s piloting a spaceship in an apocalyptic science fiction film. His battered but futuristic chair takes up much of the cramped chamber. Its tall black back is flanked by wide metal armrests dotted with control switches. Both hands clench joysticks, his movements telling the  grapple where to go. He sits intently, his body rigid as he opens the pincers wide and reels them down to clutch a snarl of bursting plastic garbage bags. Carefully but quickly the operator lures up then releases the tons of broken appliances, torn clothing and rotting food into one of the fuel channels that feed the fires. Just above the operator’s right shoulder, two closed-circuit televisions beam faded, slightly distorted black-and-white images from cameras positioned in the mouths of the chutes. The grapple controller uses these to monitor the flow. On the small screens one can see the backdraft spitting up paper scraps and lightweight debris from the belly of the burner as the mounds of discards slowly, unceremoniously sink into the flames.

Located about thirty miles west of New York City, this Essex County facility burns 2,800 tons of rubbish daily. Its “fuel” comes from the surrounding towns, including New York City, and sometimes includes such industrial substances as cases of excess pharmaceuticals, latex paint and expired Polaroid film. The incinerator operates seven days a week, twenty-four hours a day, releasing gas and smoke from its stack, which is almost three hundred feet tall. The ash the plant produces is buried at nearby landfills or sent farther afield to defunct Pennsylvania mines where it is used to stop up cavities left from decades of coal extraction. The heat from the furnaces is used to generate electricity.

Once the garbage is burned, the by-products are directed through an intricate treatment system. First, the heaviest ashes are collected in a cold-water trough. Then airborne gases, smoke, and the lighter-weight “fly” ash that remain are channeled through a cooling system  and into a series of high-tech filters called “scrubbers.” The scrubbers are meant to take out pollutants like poisonous carbon monoxide and dioxin; sulfur dioxide and hydrochloric acid (both of which cause acid rain); and nitrogen oxide (which impairs the respiratory system, contributes to ground-level ozone, and also causes acid rain). After that, the flue gas and ash are directed through chambers that spray carbon molecules, lime slurry, and ammonia that attract and theoretically neutralize a range of virulent molecules. Finally, the airborne waste is sent through two giant metal plates charged with an electric current to attract fine particulate matter. The remaining material then leaves the stack and disperses into the air.

Armed with minute-by-minute computer data on a smattering of the plant’s toxic releases and an annual third-party emissions audit, an American Ref-Fuel engineer asserts that the gas, smoke and ash that leave the building are safe. “Waste-to-energy is the most environmentally sound waste disposal method,” he dutifully recites.

Set foot in any facility along the shores of the “waste stream” and one is confronted with a barrage of PR about how environmentally responsible today’s methods are. “We’re not trying to create pollution, we’re trying to stop it,” explains one earnest engineer at a midsized sanitary landfill in northeastern Pennsylvania.11

Two representatives at the WMI site that houses the GROWS fill are much more insistent about their love of nature. Traversing the facility’s molested grounds in a mammoth white pickup, we pass a small field, which, they interrupt each other to explain, was planted with sunflowers to feed passing birds. These spokespeople are also eager to show off the site’s Penn Warner Club, a camping, hunting  and fishing area surreally located just yards from the operation’s incinerator and twin landfills.

WMI’s representatives boast that, on top of all this, they are engaged in educational activities in the surrounding community. Despite the fact that the WMI facility does not recycle e-waste—here those discards are burned or buried—the following day the firm is hosting an electronics recycling event in a nearby town. WMI also liaises with local Bucks County public schools to teach children to “put litter in its place.” Last year the company produced a glossy calendar with area children featuring the theme slogan “Earth Day every day . . . just a clean-up away!” The high month of April—when Earth Day falls—is adorned by a drawing with prescriptions of where to tidy up each day of the week; Sundays are reserved for cleaning “my own yard.” The messages scrawled in crayon communicate the now common refrain that garbage is each individual’s responsibility.

It’s not that any of these endeavors are bad. On the contrary, some of them bring real benefits, like the endangered turtle that’s taken up residence in the Penn Warner Club’s artificial lake. But precisely how helpful these “environmental” actions are in real terms remains unclear. The larger point is that firms like WMI exploit such activities to generate PR that camouflages the darker, indisputably more destructive side of their industry.

When asked why all these ecologically minded efforts are so important, the site’s general manager responds from behind the wheel of his truck, the GROWS mound looming in the distance: “It shows that what we build, construct, design can be part of nature. Landfills aren’t a bad thing. We have thousands of geese—see, there’s our  geese. I’m proud I can drive around and see a red-tailed hawk, we can have hunting and fishing. It must say we’re doing a good job.” If only the true environmental measure were so simple.

There is a palpable tension at waste treatment facilities, as though at any minute the visitor will uncover some illegal activity. But what’s most striking at these places isn’t what they might be hiding. It’s what’s in plain view. The lavish resources dedicated to destroying used commodities and making that obliteration acceptable, even “green,” is what’s so astounding. Each garbage collection system, transfer station, recycling center, landfill and incinerator is an expensive, complex enterprise that uses the latest methods developed and perfected at laboratories, universities and corporate campuses across the globe. An examination of this accumulation of technological innovation, scientific inquiry and geological and atmospheric study, coupled with unrelenting, disciplined public relations, community outreach and education, reveals much about this society’s priorities.

The social, political and financial power that drives ever-more sophisticated attempts to annihilate discarded commodities is staggering. The more efficient, the more “environmentally responsible” the operation, the more the repressed question pushes to the surface: What if we didn’t have so much trash to get rid of?

Even if all the PR-savvy flacks at waste treatment facilities are right that their processes are ecologically benign and will remain so, these places offer a view into the scope of what’s possible. If it’s feasible to create the kinds of facilities that handle our garbage today—to bond poisons with neutralizing materials at the molecular  level as they’re leaving an incinerator stack, to build a theoretically impermeable underground rubbish cell that can be monitored for hazardous gas and liquid releases—then surely it must be possible to restructure production to eliminate waste before it gets made.

The story of garbage encompasses two spheres: where it goes but also where it comes from. After all, refuse is widely perceived as simply a natural outcome of human existence; life inevitably begets rubbish. In some ways this is true—we excrete wastes from our bodies and garbage results from the most fundamental activities, like eating. But the way Americans waste today is not just a normal result of organic human development. It is the outcome of a long process rife with social, economic and political struggle.
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Scow being unloaded into the ocean. (From Collection and Disposal of Refuse by Rudolph Hering and Samuel A. Greeley, 1921)
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Rubbish Past

In 1841 in her Treatise on Domestic Economy, Catherine Beecher advised that “broken earthen and china can often be mended, by tying it up, and boiling it in milk. Diamond cement, when genuine, is very effectual for the same purpose. . . . A strong cement may be made, by heating together equal parts of white lead, glue, and the whites of eggs.”1 Another how-to book of that era suggested fixing broken glass with mixtures such as plaster of Paris and egg white, or just garlic juice, which, once applied, had to “remain undisturbed for a fortnight.” And when the damage was beyond repair, household guide books recommended alternative uses for broken kitchenware: “If the dishes do not look well enough to come to the table, they will yet do to set away things in the store-closet, or for keeping jelly, marmalade, or preserves.”2

This resourceful conservation of materials did not come from a sensitivity to the limits of nature’s abundance, nor did it stem in most cases from a concern for the environment as it is conceived of today. Prudent consumption was directly linked to the availability  and cost of manufactured goods; as long as commodities were expensive or difficult to obtain, they were tended and mended to last as long as possible. Thus, the primary discards in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries were organic discards—food scraps, manure and human wastes.

Since there was so much land in the earliest days of colonial farming, a grower could simply move to another plot when more fertile soil was needed, so organic castoffs often went unused. However, as garden markets expanded around major industrial cities, the farm’s location became crucial, and wastes took on a whole new value. Throughout the first half of the nineteenth century, animal dung, human excrement, kitchen slop, street sweepings, and household wastes like ash were reused extensively by farmers to fertilize their fields. These discards were gathered from city streets, shops and houses to sell to growers for use as soil amendment, marking one of the earliest forms of waste collection.

Garbage changed dramatically after the Civil War as industrialization sped production and distribution, which drove down prices and concentrated ever-larger populations in urban centers. Manufactured items became dramatically cheaper and more accessible, leading to unprecedented levels and novel forms of waste. Also during these years, corrupt local officials failed to clean trash from city streets and left slums to steep in filth. Such appalling conditions, in turn, fueled epidemic disease and incendiary class conflict.

Typically, some plague, pestilence, or public upheaval would wreak havoc in communities, killing scores and setting off political and biological aftershocks. These forces of social breakdown, in  turn, produced the everyday structures of social order. Catastrophe generated an organized and organizational response; urban planning, building codes, zoning, fire services, policing, courts, jails, public hospitals, schools, sewage treatment and basic sanitation all emerged in reaction to the multifaceted and interconnected crises of crime, disease and rebellion. Fearing for their lives and struggling to maintain social order, the nineteenth-century middle and upper classes organized to reform city government and improve health and cleanliness, helping lay the groundwork for modern municipal sanitation.




Before Garbage 

Garbage as we know it is a relatively new invention predicated on the monumental technological and social changes wrought by industrialization. Until mass production became the norm in the United States, manufactured commodities were always expensive and not always available; most ready-mades were imported from Europe.3  Such items were too dear to use once, then discard. Accompanying this economic fact was a rather different cultural logic than applies today. Even though colonial farms and cobblestone city alleys were cluttered with debris, the waste of preindustrial and early industrial societies was comparatively minimal and could for the most part be absorbed back into the earth. That’s not to say there weren’t serious health problems due to a lack of organized refuse management in cities, but the contents of the rubbish bin were relatively benign.4  Traditionally, castoffs did not stand in opposition to nature so much as they were nature temporarily out of place.

During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries most American settlers threw almost nothing away; they were so poor that manufactured goods were almost totally absent from their lives. According to colonial historian Alan Taylor, probate inventories of early farmers revealed that “common houses contained little furniture, usually only a bed, a table, a few benches, and a chest or two for clothing. The common people ate with their fingers, sharing a bowl and drinking from a common tankard, both passed around the table.”  5 Under such spartan conditions, settlers were compelled to save fat for making candles and soap, and for cooking. Leftovers were boiled into soup or fed to chickens and hogs. Spoiled food wastes were tossed out windows to decompose in gardens. In colonial cities and towns, household practices were no different. Most people dumped discards like broken crockery and organic scraps in back-yards and out windows and doors to the street, leaving the stinking clots of waste to rot untended or get eaten by roaming hogs, dogs and raccoons.6




“Night Soil” and Other Resources 

In the times before garbage as we know it, one of the most voluminous of waste products was excrement, both animal and human. And it was in the treatment of dung and feces that the first systematic refuse collection developed. At the heart of the matter was the relationship between cities and the countryside; in a double-helix-like transformation, farming and urbanization dialectically shaped each other through waste handling. Simply stated, shit was the key to healthy soil just as it was the bane of cities.

The background story in cash-cropping colonial America was that soil practices were fundamentally off-kilter. From the earliest days of colonization, farmers ignored long-proven methods of maintaining soil fertility because in the New World land was seemingly inexhaustible, while labor—needed to feed, rebuild and conserve soil—was scarce. Instead of rotating crops and fertilizing with manure, settlers “mined” virgin soil for all it was worth and then moved on. “How scrupulously careful is the good husbandman of the produce of his farm . . . and yet how often careless of the food which can alone nourish and mature his plants!” wrote one exasperated, forward-thinking proto-agronomist.7

Beginning around 1800, after more than a century of this profligate land use, East Coast farmers, faced with exponentially declining yields, had to change their ways. Their soil was maxing out just as competition from farther west was ramping up and demand from urban markets like New York City and Philadelphia began to boom.8  Since location was now key to distribution, farmers could no longer simply relocate once their current land was exhausted.

As a result, nineteenth-century cultivators began embracing Old World methods of applying wastes to the soil to boost production; after all, the more they could grow, the more they could sell. For example, the average farmer in Riverhead, New York, harvested sixty-four bushels of potatoes, but could harvest over a hundred if he used fertilizer.9 Agriculturists initially focused on excrement as the best soil amendment. In 1833, American Farmer told its subscribers, “The importance of manure is such that we again allude to the subject, and would most particularly impress upon the minds of every cultivator,  that manure is the grand moving power in the production of an abundant return.10 So valuable had excrement become that one Brooklyn, New York, farmer stipulated in his will that his son should inherit “all manure on the farm at the time of my decease.”11 Soon a growing range of wastes was promoted as efficacious, as the editor of Working Farmer instructed: “save everything in the shape of refuse or offal, it is all good to make crops grow.”12

If manure was the “grand moving power” on the farm, then hay was its urban corollary. Sold in the city by garden market farmers as animal food, hay was the chief fuel source for city horses, upon which the circulation of goods and people depended. By 1880, Manhattan had more than 150,000 horses trotting through its streets; the consumption of hay was therefore enormous, rivaled only by the unstoppable output of horse droppings.13

But with escalating demand from city dwellers for greater amounts of produce, farmers turned increasingly to external fertilizers to maintain the health of the soil. As the nineteenth century wore on, all variety of rejectamenta, including human feces, known among professionals as “night soil,” became commodities to be bought and sold, much of it collected in urban centers and then hauled back to the farm. Either gathering the muck themselves or securing it through independent waste traders, farmers purchased street sweepings of horse droppings and the leavings of the city’s roving pig population; manure from dairies and carriage stables; kitchen slop from hotels and restaurants; bones and offal from dead horses; carcass wastes from butchers and rendering operations; and household ash and organic castoffs.14

Delivering produce to the city, selling it, then in turn buying manure and offal represented what fertilizer historian Richard A. Wines refers to as “expanded recycling.” For example, in the Northeast, as Wines explains, “Long Island and New York City in essence became a huge recycling system. The island provided energy for the city in the form of food, hay and fuel wood.” Likewise the city returned nutrients for agriculture in the form of wastes.15

In the succeeding decades farmers grew reliant on new, more potent fertilizers like gypsum, guano and superphosphates, all manufactured substances. This crucial shift further disconnected farms from the reuse of wastes and signaled the beginning of true capitalist agriculture, distinct from earlier practices because productivity was now reliant on additional inputs that had to be purchased. As a result, castoffs were no longer as intensively recycled, marking another dramatic change in waste treatment. Now money, not shit, was the key. And growing competition made concentrated soil amendments mandatory for all; if farmers stuck with older practices of waste reuse they could not turn out the copious amounts of corn, potatoes, wheat and hay the market now demanded.16

Thus began the tendency toward disequilibrium in rural-urban relations, as observed by one nineteenth-century philosopher:Capitalist production collects the population together in great centres, and causes the urban population to achieve an ever-growing preponderance. This has two results. On the one hand it concentrates the historical motive power of society; on the other hand, it disturbs the metabolic interaction between man and the earth, i.e. it prevents the return to the soil of its constituent elements consumed by man in the form of food  and clothing; hence it hinders the operation of the eternal natural condition of the lasting fertility of the soil.17





As farming shifted away from utilizing the swells of urban bilge, other parts of the new industrial economy moved in to absorb the mess. Nineteenth-century industry extensively utilized all kinds of garbage as feedstock, and supplying businesses with rubbish provided work for armies of scavengers.




Living and Laboring in Filth 

The dirty ways to eke out a living in a nineteenth-century city were as numerous as the contents of a waste bin. Poor and immigrant children earned nickels from pedestrians in exchange for sweeping pathways through the accumulations of ash and grime blocking streets.18 Cart men collected rags, bottles and rubber to sell to factories. And workers sifted through ash at dump sites to extract all variety of reusable and repairable items. Discarding, even into the latter part of the nineteenth century, was merely a system of recycling. In this era almost nothing went to waste.

The bounty of urban horse carcasses and abattoir wastes was the source of particularly useful commodities. Better specimens of bones were carved into handles and buttons, while smaller bits were ground and charred for use in sugar refining or in making commercial fertilizer. And almost all the salvaged marrow could be used for making soap and candles. Blood and offal were also highly valued. According to Benjamin Miller in Fat of the Land: “Sugar refiners and fertilizer manufacturers wanted blood. Flesh, boiled, was another material sought by the tallow industries. Hooves were used for gelatin,  and in the dye known as Prussian blue. Hides and hair had their uses. Whatever remained was hog food.”19

Likewise, cloth was used, reused and transformed until it almost disappeared. Worn sheets were “turned”—cut lengthwise down the middle, flipped, and restitched so that the thinning center was transferred to the less-used edges.20 When too worn or stained, sheets and other household fabrics like tablecloths and curtains were reincarnated as pillowcases, bandages, diapers, sanitary napkins, and washrags. Finally, when these tired and threadbare swatches were beyond redemption, they were bartered or sold to cart men who traveled city streets or circuits of rural villages trading metal pots, cups, knives, and bolts of cloth in exchange for a range of discards including rags to sell to paper mills.21

In urban centers, cart men were often hired by businesses and individual householders to regularly collect wastes.These laborers deposited their haul at dumping lots or piers where the muck was processed. In towns near waterways, another type of refuse worker, called a “scow trimmer,” loaded garbage onto barges for transportation to treatment plants or, quite often, for ocean dumping. Mostly, the trimmer’s job entailed leveling out the rubbish on deck as cart men off-loaded from the docks above. Once at sea, scow trimmers were also charged with shoveling the heaps of ash and garbage off the vessel into the water. Along with their wage, these workers could typically keep whatever they culled, like fabric, which was passed along to “rag pickers” for sorting.22

One account sketched the macabre scene at a New York City loading pier: “Now the people who trim these scows at the various  dumps are on the tops of those scows from morning till night. The ashes, garbage, and refuse is almost literally deposited upon the backs and heads of these people who stand there as fast as each cart load is dumped and spread. . . . These people also live, eat, sleep and have their sole habitation under the dumps of the Street Cleaning Department.”23 Indeed, many early New York City garbage workers, too poor to pay rent while they kept the city clean and created value from its filth, had to live in the space beneath city piers, the urban bowels, amidst the stinking piles of effluent.

Rag pickers and other scavengers also worked inside tenements. Streets like Bottle Alley and Ragpicker’s Row in New York’s Five Points neighborhood reflected these garbage-related labors carried out at home. New York by Gaslight, a chronicle of New York during the Industrial Revolution, offers this description: “A junkman’s cellar in the front house opens widely to the street, and peering down, one may see a score of men and women half buried in dirty rags and paper, which they are gathering up and putting into bales for the paper mills. . . . [They are also] sorting old rags or cutting up old coats . . . that are too rotten to wear.”24

The constant reuse of materials was not always carried out in the most ethical fashion. In 1863, Dr. Ezra Pulling, a volunteer sanitation inspector in New York City, described the heinous recycling of city wastes. Rotting food scraps, stale bread, and dead cats, rats, and puppies were “introduced into a post mortem fellowship” to produce sausage that was sold at sailors’ boarding houses. Whatever dregs remained—according to Pulling, “a debris of material too thoroughly saturated with street-mire to be considered savory”—were sold to  the makers of cheap coffee, who desiccated and partially carbonized it before mixing it with chicory.25

Under the Manhattan dumping piers at East 17th Street, according to one testimony, workers dined on half-eaten chicken legs and sausage ends sifted off a cart full of blood and pus-soaked bandages from the local hospital.26 Apparently it was not bad enough for the poor to live and work in garbage; economic circumstance compelled them to eat it as well.




Class, Disease and Reform 

During the nineteenth century’s worst cholera and yellow fever epidemics, the death toll in New York City’s slums—where half the city’s residents lived—reached horrifying heights. One of the city’s worst tenements recorded a fatality rate of 20 percent during a midcentury cholera onslaught.27 The chief cause of these lethal outbreaks was constant exposure to filth. Scavengers and garbage workers were not the only ones forced to live in wretched conditions. Hot Corn, a popular nineteenth-century New York City paper, printed this grim account of a tenement: “Saturate your handkerchief with camphor, so that you can endure the horrid stench, and enter. Grope your way through the long, narrow passage—turn to the right, up the dark and dangerous stairs; be careful where you place your foot around the lower step, or in the corners of the broad stairs, for it is more than shoe-mouth deep of steaming filth.”28

As political refugees and workers flocked to U.S. cities, urban living conditions seemed to grow more vile. Slumlords like New York’s John Jacob Astor responded to the influx of immigrants by partitioning  larger rooms and building upward, expanding existing one- and two-story apartment houses to accommodate ever more tenants. Atop these rickety structures landlords would add new stories of brick and mortar with little or no framing, heedless of engineering and safety concerns.29 Borrowing the ideas of geographer Grey Brechin, one can think of these structures as mineshafts that run up, rather than down, extracting rent rather than ore.30 These overcrowded, vertical shanties were veritable disease incubators thanks to insufficient light, ventilation, and sewage and garbage disposal.31

Odious and lethal, slums and the diseases they harbored attracted the concern of members of the growing bourgeoisie, who formed civic organizations that eventually spawned the Progressive urban reform movement. Groups founded in the mid-nineteenth century by wealthy activists, New York’s Association for the Improvement of the Condition of the Poor (AICP) prominent among them, focused their attention on documenting and cleaning filthy urban tenements. Since invisible killers like cholera could easily swarm to upscale districts, slaying the gentle-born as well as the city’s lumpen, these volunteer efforts prioritized cleaning the quarters of the city’s poor.

Class was always an element in tidying up city streets. In 1849, at the behest of the offended, sanitation-minded well-to-do, and with the summer promising a particularly gruesome outbreak of cholera, New York City officials took on the hog problem.32 Swine were a common feature of early industrial towns; workers still accustomed to raising their own food kept pigs that wandered freely, feeding off the piles of refuse tossed onto neighborhood lanes. For the better classes, street waste was a breeding ground for disease, a nuisance,  and a symbol of social decay. Lawyers and merchants wanted hogs exiled, while the poor defended the right to graze their future chops and hams on the free bounty of garbage-strewn streets.

In the body of the pig, garbage became caught up in the politics of class struggle. Through hogs, street trash served as a type of urban commons, a means of survival for the poor, unjust as that might be. Despite anti-hog laws, urban swine herders persisted out of necessity and as a form of resistance to wage labor: garbage-fed hogs were a cheap source of protein that allowed the poor to be less reliant on laboring for wages. As law historian Hendrick Hartog notes, “A working class without its pigs would be that much more dependent on the market and employers, that much more controllable in situations of labor conflict.”33

A few decades earlier, in 1821, New York’s Black and Irish women in what is now the Lower East Side and Chinatown had mounted a successful defense of their pigs against similar crackdowns. Priggish anti-swine officials subsequently attempted to round up the bacon again in 1825, 1826, 1830 and 1832. The long war of the pig peaked in 1849 with the massive raid by club-wielding cops. Going house to house, they roused porkers from cellars and courtyards where their owners were hiding them, driving the swine to unsettled tracts of land uptown.34 It took several more years of repression before a truly pig-free zone was established in Manhattan; beyond and in spite of this cordon sanitaire, the working classes persisted in keeping their edible beasts into the 1860s.35

Despite the 1849 hog sweep, a vicious cholera outbreak ensued, only the second ever to hit the United States. The pestilence thrived  in the city’s trash-strewn slums and crept into its better quarters, striking five thousand residents, who defecated and vomited to the point of fatal dehydration.36 While the poor could be spatially contained, it was now clear that disease could not. An 1853 report by the New York Association for the Improvement of the Condition of the Poor advised that “it is a well established fact, that diseases are not confined to the localities where they originate, but widely diffuse their poisonous miasma. Hence, though the poor may fall in greater numbers because of their nearer proximity to the causes of disease . . . the rich, who inhabit the splendid squares and spacious streets . . . often become the victims of the same disorders which afflict their poorer brethren.”37

Instead of tackling the economic polarization of the new industrial economy as the source of the problem, these civic groups approached the death and suffering of slum dwellers as a moral question: filth was connected to spiritual decay. “There is a most fatal and certain connection between physical uncleanliness and moral pollution,” concluded one widely read journal at the time.38 In midcentury an influential clergyman speaking to a group of civic activists stated that “where the body is unclean, and the dwelling wretched, there is commonly a correspondingly [sic] moral degradation.”39  Early reform groups reasoned that cleaning the offal and excrement from streets, alleys and tenements would set the situation right.




The Filth of War 

The budding sanitation reform movement received an organizational push with the outbreak of the Civil War. As the war began,  a private entity called the United States Sanitary Commission was formed by well-to-do volunteers to coordinate humanitarian logistics and sanitation in military camps. A literature and current affairs magazine, North American Review, explained the body’s task as “the labor of calling the attention of the national army, by a system of inquiry and advice, to the peril of neglecting the conditions of health, and to the immense advantages of the strictest regard to sanitary and hygienic principles.”40 After all, almost as many Union soldiers fell to infection as were killed by the Confederacy.

In July 1863, sanitation got another, perhaps unlikely, boost in the form of the massive and violent New York City Draft Riots. That summer the streets were swamped with filth and the general mortality rate, much of it due to disease, was among the highest of the world’s developed cities—one in thirty-six.41 The sweltering, unrelenting heat with its concomitant quotient of pestilence and discomfort had everyone on edge. Names of the Union dead were posted daily in the papers for friends and relatives to study nervously. Then news arrived that all as yet unconscripted draftees would “have ten days to procure a substitute, pay three hundred dollars, or . . . take his place in the ranks of the Grand Army of the Republic.”42 In other words, the rich would get to escape the battle. It was the final straw. Thousands of enraged laborers, many of them Irish immigrants, exploded into the streets.

Along with horrific racial violence against African Americans—a reported eleven men were lynched while hundreds, including women and children, were forced from their homes and businesses—the mobs targeted their class enemies, those responsible for the draft  and its enforcement.43 Using brickbats, torches and guns, the rioters attacked draft offices, set them ablaze and destroyed their conscription ledgers. When troops arrived to suppress the mobs, rioters took over local armories, burning one to the ground; some distributed weapons and started killing soldiers. The mob beat to death an army colonel named O’Brien, dragged his corpse through the streets, then hung it from a lamppost.44 They seized the provost-marshal’s office, cut the building’s telegraph lines, brutally bludgeoned the deputy provost-marshal and torched the building.45 The rioters also sacked the mayor’s residence.46 And, after laying siege to the abolitionist Tribune  offices, angry crowds viciously beat two different men whom they mistook for Horace Greeley, the newspaper’s owner.47

Working simultaneously in dispersed groups across the city, the rioters numbered in the thousands; they destroyed factories, looted wealthy homes and upscale stores, assaulted gentlemen in fine carriages, and burned down mansions.48 As the New York Times reported during the riot, “All vehemently protested against the ‘$300 clause’ and were willing to be drafted, if the rich man would be made to shoulder the musket the same as they.”49

With local police and soldiers flatly outnumbered, both the governor and the mayor beseeched Gotham’s law-abiding citizens to form volunteer associations of “armed squads in their respective neighborhoods to protect their property and the peace of the City.”50 The carnage went on for four days until troops were called from the front lines and the riots were put down with volleys of lead.51 In the end, an unknown number lay dead, including women and children. It remains one of the largest civil disturbances in U.S. history.52




From the Ashes 

In the aftermath of the Draft Riots, civic-minded members of the middle and upper classes (perhaps those who had taken up arms to control the rebellion) began to connect cause and effect in new ways. In the eyes of forward-thinking elites, disease, garbage, crime, poverty and rebellion formed a coherent field of threat. The Tribune  described the landscape this way:In those places garbage steams its poison in the sun; there thieves and prostitutes congregate and are made; there are besotted creatures who roll up blind masses of votes for the rulers who are a curse to us; there are the deaths that swell our mortality reports; from there come our enormous taxes in good part; there disease lurks, and there is the daily food of pestilence awaiting its coming.53





If conditions got too bad for the city’s “dangerous classes,” social order itself was threatened. Charles Loring Brace wrote fearfully of this “vast and ignorant multitude, who, in prosperous times, just keep their heads above water, who are pressed down by poverty or misfortune, and who look with envy and greed at the signs of wealth all around them.”54 The worse the misery and filth those at the bottom were subjected to, the greater the risk for volatile sickness and rebellion.

The reform efforts that followed in the wake of the riots centered on a renewed concern about sanitation. Directly and indirectly, refuse and public health were imbricated with the general project of shoring up social order. Just six months after the Draft Riots, a well-known reformer, Dr. John H. Griscom, joined some of the  city’s wealthiest lawyers, merchants and real estate tycoons, like John Jacob Astor Jr., Peter Cooper, August Belmont and Hamilton Fish, to form the powerful Citizens Association of New York “for purposes of public usefulness.”55 These reformers did have sound ideas: Twenty years prior, corrupt aldermen removed Griscom from his post as City Inspector because of his outrageous suggestions, like piping water from the Croton reservoir into every city home, enforcing building codes, and staffing health inspection jobs with medical experts rather than grafting political hacks.56

Groups like the Citizens Association also formed in response to rampant corruption in local government, which, among other catastrophes, created dysfunctional sanitation systems. The epic mounds of filth piled on nineteenth-century streets are notorious even today. Lacking any consistent policies on trash treatment, most local schemes were haphazard at best. At worst they were nonoperational, mired in backroom corruption thanks to dishonest politicians and the ineffectual contract system for waste removal. According to public health historian Charles E. Rosenberg, “The contracts were political manna and it was assumed that the contractor would make no more than token efforts to fulfil [sic] the duties which he had agreed to perform.”57 A particularly egregious mid-century contractor who was paid handsomely by New York City—then under Tammany control—to deliver barge loads of refuse to a Jamaica Bay processing plant, instead rarely left the pier and just dumped the muck through a trap door right into the river.58

Chicago was no different. A report from later in the century revealed serious negligence: “It is practically a universal fact that the  quality of contract work is depreciated. Such efficiency as is obtained must be secured by the difficult and halting method of perpetual nagging by inspectors, with imposition of threats and penalties. How effective this method has been Chicago’s residents too well know. As for the work of the past summer, when one begins to talk about its quality the subject simply becomes ludicrous. The contractor made his mileage, but the streets were not cleaned.”59

Thanks to its dysfunctional contract system, Cincinnati’s public lanes were so clogged that, at times, carriage owners left their vehicles at home and reverted to using streetcars. In response to these conditions, the city’s most influential businessmen joined forces to protest the local Health Department, declaring, “Through a long period of municipal thievery and maladministration the streets of the city have gradually become more and more filthy. The Health Department has . . . become so corrupt as to be a public nuisance.”60

Epidemic venality, legerdemain and bald-faced lying by official municipal health boards, departments and commissions meant that America’s streets stayed dirty and disease-festered, and people died.

Addressing this problem in New York City, the Citizens Association’s first major intervention was a massive investigation that sent a host of doctors to canvas local tenements, fetid shanties and illegal settlements under garbage dumping piers.61 Although the procedures were based on “home visiting” by religious organizations and previous groups like the AICP, the Citizens Association study was a landmark in the history of epidemiology.62 It also allowed the powerful a detailed view of the very population that had spearheaded the Draft Riots.

A year after the uprising, the Citizens Association filed a report that clearly linked trash and squalor with social upheaval. According to the inquiry: “The mobs that held fearful sway in our city during the memorable outbreak of violence in the month of July 1863 were gathered in the overcrowded and neglected quarters of the city. . . .‘The high brick blocks . . . seemed to be literally hives of sickness and vice. It was wonderful to see, and difficult to believe, that so much misery, disease, and wretchedness can be huddled together and hidden by high walls, unvisited and unthought [sic] of, so near our own abodes.’”63 Its exposé of such brutal living conditions helped the Citizens Association win key sanitation reforms. In 1866, New York State passed the Metropolitan Health Bill, which provided comprehensive sanitation regulations and placed enforcement in the hands of state professionals. Similar laws were subsequently enacted around the country.64




The Birth of Industrial Garbage 

Along with a wave of reform, the Civil War unleashed massive economic and technological transformations. The appetites of total warfare demanded industrial organization, consolidation and state intervention on an unprecedented scale. Weapons, train cars, uniforms, rations, boots, medicine, paper, coal and all manner of commodities were fed into the apocalyptic furnace. As with later wars, victory depended on production, and the new scale of battle-related industrialization helped to profoundly reshape American manufacturing, triggering unprecedented change in the quantity and quality of the country’s garbage.

Commodities that had once been made in small workshops or at home were now produced on a mass scale. As the eminent historian of domesticity and waste Susan Strasser points out, in the United States there were over six hundred soap-making companies in 1857, each with an average of five employees. Cincinnati alone had twenty-five soap factories. After the Civil War, commercial soap production doubled but the number of firms plummeted; just three brands dominated the market: Colgate, Procter & Gamble, and Enoch Morgan’s Sons.65 And while the 1841 edition of Catherine Beecher’s  Treatise on Domestic Economy instructed readers on making soap and candles from household fats and tallow, by 1869 new editions of the book omitted these instructions, commenting that “formerly, in New England, soap and candles were to be made in each separate family: now, comparatively few take this toil upon them.”66

Consolidation in manufacturing brought economies of scale and lower prices, which in turn lured growing numbers away from home production and into the general store.67 This transformation was noted by one turn-of-the-century writer in the journal The Chautauquan  : “Now the cabinet-maker having deserted his little shop has moved up to town, and become an employee in a great manufacturing establishment, and the housewife, having ceased entirely from producing, has learned to content herself with buying and using. The producer of household stuff today is neither housewife nor village cabinet-maker, but a factory ‘hand.’”68

Industrialization also hastened the rate of urbanization. With the productive base shifting from agricultural to factory labor, workers from the countryside (be it from Italy or Pennsylvania) poured into  U.S. cities. Philadelphia grew fivefold between 1800 and 1850, while between 1820 and 1850 the populations in Boston and Baltimore quadrupled. New York City mushroomed from 60,000 in 1800 to almost a million sixty years later. By 1890, New York had grown by an additional 30 percent, and by 1900, with the incorporation of all five boroughs, the city was home to three and a half million souls.69

This escalating concentration of people in urban centers had profound effects on daily life and its wastes. As Dominique LaPorte explains in History of Shit, “The creation and acceleration of the division between town and country—a dichotomy that enfolds the fundamental head/tail reciprocity of shit and gold—is an effect of what is thus aptly known as primitive accumulation.”70 Not only were rural areas becoming less the domain of the subsistence farmer and more the site of intensified, capitalist food production, but the new ways of handling wastes signaled a similar transformation in the domestic arena. The treatment of excrement and other wastes by professionals, instead of by those who generated it, was a change that came as industrialization and the market system took greater hold in cities. Garbage as we know it today is one outcome of a fully realized capitalist system.

These new wage-earning city dwellers were more likely to purchase—rather than produce their own—milk, bread, clothing and other staples of daily life. The spatial and temporal characteristics of city living crucially shaped the nature of garbage. Due to long hours on the job, industrial laborers had less time for repairing and rendering what would otherwise be “waste.” And crowded tenements left little space for storing scraps like fat, fabric and ash. Such changes  meant more garbage. As industry developed, burdensome domestic chores eased, consumerism began, and so too did modern waste.




Getting Clean 

Faced with the persistence of crooked politicians and colossal amounts of trash, scores of civic reform groups convened around the nation in the 1890s. Among them were the Women’s Health Protective League of Brooklyn; the Civic Improvement League of St. Louis; the Neighborhood Union, organized among African American women in Atlanta; the Municipal Order League of Chicago; the Citizens Health Committee of San Francisco; the Woman’s Club of Dayton, Ohio; the Philadelphia Municipal Association; and the Woman’s Municipal League of New York.71 Like their earlier counterparts, this new generation of do-gooders wanted to influence local governments and improve public health and sanitation, which they did through a variety of methods.

Some civic groups took it upon themselves to police the street-cleaning practices of contractors and municipalities. Jane Addams’s Hull House Women’s Club busted three of Chicago’s city trash inspectors on over a thousand different violations in their neighborhood alone.72 Others focused on influencing individual behavior, going into the homes, usually of the immigrant poor, to teach sanitation practices. One volunteer group explained its ethos: “Outside neatness, cleanliness and freshness . . . are the natural complement and completion of inside order.”73

New York City’s newest powerhouse civic organization, the Committee of Seventy was formed just after the jarring 1893 economic  crash. One of the group’s top priorities was the staggering trash problem, which they took on by intervening in the 1894 mayor’s race. The Committee of Seventy campaigned hard against the Tammany candidate, and, in turn, the triumphant reform mayor brought in one of the most famous and visionary figures in garbage handling: Colonel George E. Waring, Jr.

Sanitation was tightly linked to public health and medicine, and, as it took on increasing autonomy, was still considered a scientific endeavor. As explained by plumbing historian Maureen Ogle, “The twin cultures of scientism and professionalism naturally spilled over into the field of sanitation and spawned the appearance of the sanitarians, a group of professionals dedicated to discovering and categorizing the principles of what they called sanitary science.”74  George E. Waring was one of the foremost sanitarians of his day.

Famous for gallivanting on his well-groomed steed, wearing a pith helmet, riding boots and handlebar moustache, the eccentric Civil War veteran had many talents. He bred the first widely grown table tomato, known as the “trophy,” and designed the drainage system for Central Park under Fredrick Law Olmstead.75 In 1895, “the Colonel,” as Waring liked to be called, was made commissioner of the fledgling New York City Street-Cleaning Department. The agency was responsible for sweeping city lanes and collecting refuse from businesses and households. In his four short years running the city’s war on filth, Waring actually got the place clean by ushering in the most innovative sanitation reforms the country had yet seen.76

To build morale and esprit de corps, the Colonel gave his public sanitation force a new paramilitary form and structure. Dubbed the  White Wings, Waring’s workers wore starched white uniforms and pushed brand new, custom-designed (by his wife) collection cans. Their pay and numbers were also boosted. This two-thousand-strong sanitation army paraded through the streets on holidays and at public events, drilling in synchronized marches accompanied by a band. The public loved the White Wings; with their seemingly constant presence and reassuring medico-military look, they left behind safer, sanitized streets.77

The Colonel also brought discipline and a comprehensive discard sorting and reuse system to city waste handling. As explained by Waring, first, he barred independent gleaning and restricted city employees from “sorting over or picking refuse, or permitting others to do so.”78 This enclosure of the garbage commons was a crackdown on the poor who labored in waste, and meant that scavengers could no longer work the streets; gone in many areas was the individual cart hauler, “who jangles his string of bells through the streets.” According to the Colonel, only licensed secondhand dealers, “whose transactions can be held under proper supervision,” were allowed to gather refuse from private homes and businesses.79

Collection from dwellings, shops and offices came under strictures that were designed to keep wastes off the street and shut out unlicensed sorters. Waring’s new system required New Yorkers to engage in “source separation,” the segregation of ashes and food scraps from other refuse materials. And, once they were sorted, instead of putting these discards on the street for pick-up, residents placed an elegant “call card” discreetly in the front window.80 Fully licensed handlers then retrieved the trash and hauled it to one of  seven piers, where barges were loaded before heading to Barren Island in Jamaica Bay.

The tiny island, measuring a half-mile wide and one and a half miles long, was home to the New York Sanitary Utilization Company, a salvaging factory established under Waring’s new garbage program. Barren Island also contained a village of eight hundred people—mostly poor African Americans, Irish, Italians, and Poles—who lived and worked at one of the island’s five massive discard treatment facilities. Conditions on isolated Barren Island were tough, as residents were cut off from the outside world save for the weekly mail boat and a constant stream of trash-filled barges. The adults relied on four saloons for distraction, while the youngsters, who also worked in the various processing plants, had a one-room school-house as their only diversion.81

Denizens of this village cum refinery cum dump spent their days combing through ash heaps for salvageables. At Waring’s Utilization Company, sorting began on the island’s beaches, which were covered with docks where scows off-loaded their dross onto a 104-foot conveyor belt. Workers sat along this refuse artery scouring the passing mounds of discards for recoverables. A journalist who saw the operation gave this description: “One picker selects manila paper, another shoes, another bottles, cans and metals another cloth and rags, until finally fully sixty per cent of the material which New York householders consider worthless is picked out as worth saving.”82

Organic wastes went through the “Merz” process, more commonly called “reduction,” which entailed cooking then compressing these castoffs to make grease and fertilizer. Pioneered on a smaller  scope in Vienna, the Merz method was used on a mass scale only in the United States. As two leading sanitarians, Rudolph Hering and Samuel A. Greeley, proposed, “The greater wastefulness of the American people is one reason for this development, as it produces a garbage rich in recoverable elements.”83 After the country’s first reduction plant opened in Buffalo in 1886, dozens more sprang up in Rochester, Toledo, Chicago, Los Angeles and elsewhere.84

Barren Island’s reduction process sent rejectamenta like food slop, offal and dead animals into huge diabolical vats where it was boiled. The process was detailed in an 1897 issue of Scientific American:The cooking is allowed to go on for a period of eight to ten hours, until the garbage is thoroughly disintegrated and reduced to a pulplike consistency, all germs in the meantime being thoroughly destroyed. . . . This is then run into the presses, where it is subjected to a pressure of 250 tons. The presses work at a very slow speed, and it takes about three-quarters of an hour to compress the mass from 4 feet to 18 inches.85





The liquid extracted from the compression process was “used for the manufacture of soap, candles, etc., and is known commercially as ‘soap grease’,” while the solids, called “tankage,” went into mixtures for fertilizer.86 Only that which was utterly unsalvageable such as items broken beyond repair, or the bedding of those stricken with cholera, yellow fever or other lethal diseases, was sent to the island’s incinerators. In one form or another, working with the city or around it, salvaging businesses on Barren Island operated steadily from the mid-nineteenth century until 1936, when Robert Moses, New York City’s über planner, evicted all residents and shut the place down.87

Early conservationists embraced the reduction process because it helped “restore to the ground in some form of fertilization the constituent parts which have been taken from it in the shape of vegetable substances.”88 The deeper motivation for Waring was capturing resources; he considered disposal without culling reusables profligate, not for environmental reasons, but for economic ones. On incineration, the Colonel commented: “Cremation means the destruction and loss of matter which may be converted into a source of revenue.”89 One of his lieutenants, Macdonough Craven, went so far as to argue that “destruction of plant food should be prohibited by law.”90 A journal agreed: “It has lately been shown that there is sufficient commercial value in a considerable portion of the city refuse to more than pay for the cost of its collection.”91 These were evangelical modernizers; efficiency was godliness. The bottom line was central, and salvaging by municipal carters saved money.

Before Waring’s institutionalized scavenging efforts, Americans commonly separated their castoffs, whether at the farm, informally in the urban household, or at the dump. Today, the in-home separation of wastes is often mistakenly considered a new routine, but sorting according to formal refuse taxonomy remained typical in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.

In 1910, pioneer sanitarian William F. Morse wrote, “It is commonly the practice in American towns to make a separation in the household of the three classes of waste. . . . The householder is required to have three receptacles, for garbage, ashes and rubbish.”92  At the time “garbage” was often defined as “vegetable matter and table waste.” The category of “ashes” could also include “floor  sweepings, broken glass, discarded kitchen ware, tin cans and worn-out furniture.” And “rubbish” usually referred to “paper, card-board boxes, rags, bottles, metals, old clothes, shoes and rubbers.”93 The kinds of commodities that constituted trash had changed drastically over the previous century, largely due to industrial production. New garbage handling methods that would follow on the trailblazing work of Colonel Waring now had to factor in the wide variety and growing quantity of discards.

As for the Colonel, his reign was short. Corruption and the heaps of stagnant dross that came with it soon returned. Ousted from his post in 1898 by the newly reinstated Tammany administration, Waring died a year later from yellow fever, which he had contracted while working in Cuba.94 But his organizational and technical innovations lived on. Reform efforts culminated in a spate of rubbish-oriented municipal planning; in 1880, 24 percent of American cities offered some kind of refuse collection and disposal system, and by 1914 that number had doubled.95
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