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Foreword

As I think back almost sixty years to when I was expecting my first child, I am constantly reminded how lucky I was. A pregnant woman’s worry in the 1950s focused on what color to paint the nursery and what the baby’s name would be. In those days we were told that there were placental and blood-brain barriers that protected our developing child from anything the mother might ingest or inhale during her pregnancy. Both my husband and I were pharmacists and like everyone in the medical profession, we believed this. As soon as our babies were born we counted their toes and fingers and when we found ten of each we relaxed and gave thanks. It was all so simple. Little did we know how that would change over the next three generations.

Society in the 1950s was ready to put memories of the Depression and World War II behind it and to move into a more secure and enlightened era. The major corporations that had pitched in to help win the war rapidly converted their technology to make the world a safer and more comfortable place to live. They took advantage of the rapid advances in chemical and engineering technology that grew out of the war and started producing life-saving “wonder-drug” pharmaceuticals, crop-protecting pesticides, and innumerable industrial plastics and fire retardants that created a utopian and euphoric period in modern history. As their sales soared they joined forces with the growing public-relations industry and inculcated a sense of trust in the public about the safety of the chemicals beginning to accumulate in our bodies. Advertisements read like fairy tales—“Better living through chemistry” and “Plastics make it possible”—while at the same time spoon-feeding consumerism to a rapidly growing population.

Very few people knew that the new chemicals were made from the by-products of cracking crude oil to make gasoline and the processing of natural gas to heat our homes. Indeed, it was a brilliant and extremely profitable strategy to get rid of the endless volumes of fossil fuel wastes. These new-age chemicals also made it possible to transport electricity to the most remote regions on earth; to produce high-speed automobiles and airplanes, converting us to a mobile society almost overnight; and to turn vast, diverse farmland acreage into monocultures “to feed the world.”

As industry designed chemicals to make our lives better (and their profit margins greater), they failed to create tests to detect their effects in the environment or to ascertain what they would do to us or to our babies in the womb. In the meantime the chemicals were gradually invading every aquatic and terrestrial system in the world. It took us another forty years, until 1990, to finally face up to the reality that the same chemicals that had purported to improve our lives were also undermining the very fabric of what makes it possible for animals and humans to reproduce. It was almost impossible to perceive that many of the chemicals that had become an integral part of our lifestyle and economy could threaten the longevity and integrity of species, as confirmed by obvious damage among wildlife. It makes one ask “How could this happen?”

Quite simply, toxicology failed miserably to detect chemicals that can alter the destiny of our children even before they are born. Toxicological testing protocols were based on the ancient paradigm that “the dose makes the poison.” That dogma, like saying “toxic chemicals are only dangerous in high doses,” has now been shown to be only half true. Unfortunately, toxicological tests were not designed to determine the safety of factory-made chemicals in the womb. They did not take into consideration that the developing embryo is dependent upon infinitesimally small concentrations of hormones and auxiliary chemicals and the slightest shift in their concentrations in the womb environment can alter how the baby develops and functions throughout its life. Although all life is continually under the control of the endocrine system, we now know with certainty that it is the earliest life stages that are the most vulnerable and that timing of exposure is as critical as the dose.

I can only begin to perceive the dilemma young couples face today as they begin to start a family. Selecting nursery colors and offspring’s names are trivial compared to the decisions they will make every day as they decide where to live, where to shop for food, and which products to bring home. The twenty-first-century mother needs to know how to prevent toxic chemicals from getting into her womb and interfering with natural chemicals that control how her baby will develop. The answer of course is to develop awareness of one’s surroundings and become knowledgeable about endocrine-disrupting chemicals.

This book was designed for the twenty-first-century family. It is an easy-to-read handbook that should be passed from one generation to the next. In an ideal world, every woman would read this book in preparation to bear children and also to set an example for her daughters and sons as they reach the age of having children. Most important, twenty-first-century fathers must read this book. They often share child-care duties, they have to make purchasing decisions every day, and through their reproductive cells they can have a profound impact on the health of their male progeny through four generations if exposure takes place early in development.

It is important to note that in this modern world, everyone at every stage of life needs this book. Exposure to endocrine disruptors at any age, not just in utero or in childhood, has been linked with some of the increasingly prevalent disorders that just three generations ago were considered rare.

This book will sensitize readers so that they instinctively learn to create a cleaner environment and parents so that they pass this habit on to their children. We live in a time where every purchasing decision should take chemical exposure into consideration. Just as our ancestors adapted to one hazard after another, the successful twenty-first-century family must adapt to the hazards posed by widely dispersed endocrine-disrupting chemicals in the environment. This book will help families increase their probability of reproducing and giving birth to healthy, intelligent children with the ability to reach their fullest potential.



Theo Colborn, Ph.D.

President, The Endocrine Disruption Exchange (TEDX)

Professor, University of Florida, Gainesville

co-author of Our Stolen Future
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