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Earth	  Day:	  Origin	  and	  Development	  

Two	  Earth	  Days?	  

March 21, 1970 (San Francisco etc.) April 22, 1970 
(multiple cities) 



Sample of One Claim –  
Nelson Founded Earth Day 

•  http://web.missouri.edu/~webberd/Nelson.html -- 

•  Senator Gaylord Nelson, Founder of Earth Day 
•  David J. Webber, MU Political Science, Jan. 1996 

Gaylord A. Nelson "The Founder of Earth Day"  
•  (June 4, 1916- (Nelson died in 2005, after this article was written) 
•  U.S. Senate 88th- 96th Congresses (1963-1981) Democrat-Wisconsin.  

 
•  “While sponsoring significant environmental legislation, Senator Gaylord 

Nelson will be long remembered as the founder of Earth Day. First 
held on April 22, 1970, Earth Day has become an annual national event to 
learn about ecology and what we can do to reduce environmental harm. 
Senator Nelson's interest in the environment started as a boy and continues 
after he left the Senate in 1981. Nelson is still active in promoting Earth Day 
and is a counselor to The Wilderness Society, an organization in 
Washington, D.C. devoted to protecting the environment. In 1995, Senator 
Nelson was awarded the Medal of Freedom in recognition of a lifetime of 
public service.”  



Sample of Another Claim –  
McConnell Founded Earth Day 

•  http://www.ecofactory.com/news/earth-day-and-its-founder 

•  John McConnell: The Founder of Earth Day 
•  Earth Day is Born 
•  “In 1969, McConnell attended the National UNESCO Conference in San 

Francisco. There he proposed a holiday to celebrate the Earth's life and 
beauty. He stated that it would also be a used to remind everyone to 
preserve the earth for future generations.” 

•  http://cccun.net/102/earth-day-2010/ 

•  “The tradition of ringing the Peace Bell at the UN was initiated by John 
McConnell, founder of Earth Day, and supported by UN Secretary-General 
U Thant.”  
 

•  http://pentecostalarchives.wordpress.com/tag/john-mcconnell-jr/ 

•  The Pentecostal Origins of Earth Day 
•  “The 2010 edition of Assemblies of God Heritage magazine includes an 

article that will raise eyebrows — the story of John McConnell, Jr., the 
Pentecostal founder of Earth Day. McConnell’s parents were founding 
members of the Assemblies of God, and his grandfather identified with the 
Pentecostal movement at the Azusa Street Revival in Los Angeles in 1906. 

•  “Forty years ago, McConnell established the first governmentally-
recognized Earth Day on March 21, 1970. The United Nations adopted the 
holiday the following year and has been celebrating Earth Day on the March 
equinox since 1971.” 



The Man from Clear Lake:  
Earth Day Founder  
Senator Gaylord Nelson. 2009.  
Bill Christofferson 

Beyond Earth Day:  
Fulfilling the Promise. 2002. 
Gaylord Nelson, with Susan 
Campbell and Paul R. Wozniak  

Biography and Autobiography – Nelson 



Earth Day: Peace, Justice, and 
Earth Care. My Life and Thought at 
Age 96. 2011. 
John McConnell; ed. John Munday 

Peace, Justice, Care of 
Earth: The Vision of John 
McConnell. 2007.  
Robert M. Weir 

Biography and Autobiography – McConnell 



Coining the Term Earth Day – McConnell 

“Anna [McConnell] recalled that John coined 
the Earth Day name in 1968.” 

“Then, in August 1969, . . . John worked 
diligently on the Earth Day plan . . . .” 

Weir, Peace, Justice, Care of Earth, p. 126. 



Coining the Term Earth Day – McConnell 
An “Earth Day Resolution” was submitted by John McConnell 

to Peter Tamaris, a member of the San Francisco Board of 
Supervisors, on October 3, 1969.  

On November 25, 1969, at the UNESCO Conference on the 
Environment in San Francisco, McConnell proposed an 
“Earth Day.” Details were presented at the closing 
luncheon, along with the Earth Flag, by Cynthia Wayburn, a 
youth leader on the Earth Day Committee (whose father (d. 
2010) had been a president of the Sierra Club in the 1960s). 

Weir, Peace, Justice, Care of Earth, p. 129. 
 

“The records on Earthsite.org, and in my archives at 
Swarthmore College, clearly prove that no one used the 
term ‘Earth Day’ before I did. The March 21, 1970 Earth 
Day was the first ‘Earth Day.’ 

“No one has ever seen a notice, or a dated letter, or a 
newspaper article that even mentions the two words Earth 
Day until I announced it in San Francisco.” 

McConnell, Earth Day: Peace, Justice, and Earth Care, pp. 311, 331. 



Janitschek’s Testimony 
HOW EARTH DAY BEGAN  
Hans Janitschek, Nov. 1, 1993 

(Austrian writer, former Secretary General of the Socialist International, former 
President of the Earth Society Foundation, and Consultant to the United Nations; 
d. 2008)  

•  “… Mr. McConnell discussed the idea of "Earth 
Day" with friends at the United Nations during 
1968 - 1969. While visiting his mother in 
September 1969, he also spoke to Peter 
Tamaras, Chairman of the Board of Supervisors 
in San Francisco.” 



The Term Earth Day –  
Not Coined by Nelson 

“It suddenly occurred to me,” [Nelson] said in a 
speech years later, “Why not have a nationwide 
teach-in on the environment? In a speech at 
Seattle in September, I formally announced that 
there would be a national environmental 
teach-in sometime in the spring of 1970. The 
story ran nationwide. Telegrams, letters, and 
telephone inquiries poured in.”  

http://wilderness.org/content/40-years-earth-day-remembering-man-who-
inspired-nation 



Source of the Name Earth Day for the 
Environmental Teach-In 

 

“Before long several people suggested the April 22 
event be called Earth Day instead of 
Environmental Teach-In. One such suggestion 
came from a friend of mine who had long been 
in the field of public relations and the same 
suggestion came from a New York advertising 
executive. Still other suggestions included 
‘Planet Day,’ ‘World Environment Day,’ etc.” 

Gaylord Nelson (The Wilderness Society), letter to Hans Janitschek 
(President, Earth Society Foundation), August 9, 1993. 



Source of the Name Earth Day for the 
Environmental Teach-In? 

 

Julian Koenig, “who had been on Nelson's organizing 
committee in 1969, has said that the idea came to him by 
the coincidence of his birthday with the day selected, 
April 22; ‘Earth Day’ rhyming with ‘birthday,’ the 
connection seemed natural.38,39 Other names circulated 
during preparations — Nelson himself continued to call it 
the National Environment Teach-In, but press coverage 
of the event was ‘practically unanimous’ in its use of 
‘Earth Day,’ so the name stuck.”37   

 
 
http://www.enotes.com/topic/Earth_Day 
37. Gaylord Nelson Papers, State Historical Society of Wisconsin, Box 

231, Folder 43.  
38. "Origin Story". This American Life. 19 June 2009. No. 383. Retrieved 

on 26 July 2010.  
39. Statement by Paul Leventhal on the 25th Anniversary of the Nuclear 

Control Institute, 6/21/2006  





How the Name Earth Day Reached 
Nelson’s “Environmental Teach-In” 

•  Nelson’s team members heard McConnell at the 
UNESCO Conference in November 1969 – 

“Two people who claimed to represent Denis  
[Denis Hayes, student coordinator for Nelson’s Teach-In staff]  
spoke to me [McConnell] at the conference and 
urged me to change the date [of Earth Day] to 
April 22, which I refused to do. The March 21 
equinox, which I had chosen for Earth Day, was 
nature’s choice. . . . One of them said that ‘Earth 
Day’ would be a good name for the Teach-In.” 

Weir, p. 135. 



Denis Hayes, 1980 



How the Name Earth Day Reached 
Nelson’s “Environmental Teach-In” 

•  Also, one of Nelson’s Teach-In staff Members, 
Paul McClosky, was listed among attendees at 
the UNESCO Conference in November 1969, 
where McConnell announced the equinox Earth 
Day. 

Weir, p. 136. 



How the Name Earth Day Reached 
Nelson’s “Environmental Teach-In” 

•  Even more curious, McConnell’s attorney for his 
organization WE, Inc., [World Equality] Tony 
Roisman, was the first to inform McConnell that a 
New York Times ad on January 18, 1970 about 
the Teach-In was titled Earth Day. 
 
Roisman at the same time was representing 
Nelson and Hayes.  

Weir, p. 136-7. 



How the Name Earth Day Reached 
Nelson’s “Environmental Teach-In” 

 

•  Nelson’s 1993 letter to Janitschek mentioned a public 
relations friend as the source of the name Earth Day for 
the Teach-In. The friend was probably Joe Floyd, who 
traveled with Nelson in fall 1969.  

•  Floyd told McConnell [in 1989] that he “had seen an 
item in the papers about some kids in California who 
were planning an Earth Day . . . [and he] suggested 
‘Earth Day’ would be [a] better [name] than 
‘Environmental Teach-in.’” 

Weir, p. 141. 
 

•  McConnell wrote Nelson in 1989 about the conversation 
with Floyd, and added “This may have been the 
students at the University of California at Davis who 
warmly supported my proposals when I spoke there in 
October [1969].” 

Weir, p. 141. 



The First Public Use of the Term 
Earth Day –  A Resolution 
Submitted October 3, 1969 

•  BE IT THEREFORE RESOLVED: 
•  That in the City and County of San Francisco 

March 21st (Vernal Equinox) be the designated 
EARTH DAY -- a special day to remember Earth's 
tender seedlings of life and people; a day for 
planting trees and grass and flowers, for cleaning 
streams and wooded glens.  That to further these 
purposes a Silent Hour For Peace (a time for quiet 
reflection or prayer) be observed on Earth Day at 
19:00 G.M.T. (11:00 a.m. P.S.T.).  That on EARTH DAY 
the EARTH FLAG, which portrays in its center our 
"Beautiful Blue Planet" be flown to encourage 
mutual respect for Earth and all its people.  















The First Earth Day, Approved by 
San Francisco 

The Board of Supervisors proceeded with 
approval of the proposed Earth Day 
Resolution on February 3, 1970, and Mayor 
Joseph Alito on February 11, 1970 signed the 
Resolution which inaugurated the first Earth 
Day. 

Senator George Murphy of CA wrote McConnell 
on February 3 that “he had presented the 
idea to President Richard Nixon.” 

Weir, pp. 130, 133.  



The First Earth Day 

•  The first Earth Day was held in San 
Francisco and other cities on March 21, 
1970. The local Red Cross gave out trees 
for planting. Other activities contributed. 

•  At UC Davis, the campus became a stage 
for drama and exhibits. A spiritual festival 
occurred with a 24-hour vigil. 

•  The Mayor of Berkeley CA issued a 
proclamation. 

•  An ecology fair was held in Sacramento. 
•  New York residents celebrated.  



The First Earth Day 

•  The context of the first Earth Day was a 
celebration for ecology and peace. McConnell 
originated Earth Day as a means to promote 
world peace. In his words, “we should come 
together where we agree and leave room for our 
differences.” 

McConnell, p. 1. 
  



Why March 21? 
McConnell – 
“The concept of Earth Day, which I discussed with 

Margaret Mead and others at the United Nations in 1968 
and 1969, was developed with the objective of providing 
a global Holy Day that would tap the best in the human 
heart, and help people identify with the whole human 
family and our key role as caretakers of Earth.” 

McConnell, p. 309. 
 

 

•  The date chosen was the spring equinox, a geophysical 
event, a “holy day” for Earth, not attached to any nation 
or culture or political ideology, an “amazing symbol of 
equilibrium.” 

McConnell, p. 139. 



Why March 21? 
McConnell, concerning Margaret Mead – 
“Although Margaret Mead had no involvement with 

the first Earth Day in 1970, she had attended the 
1969 UNESCO Conference in San Francisco 
and had told me it was a good idea. She was not 
involved in the first UN Earth Day, which was in 
1971. But in 1972 she was one of the 
participants in the twelve-hour Earth Day 
Special, and showed great interest in the Earth 
Day concept.” 

McConnell, p. 326 



Why March 21? 

Margaret Mead – 
“You see the conceptualization here is 

primarily the idea of using the actuality of 
the planet as the basis of human behavior 
and transcending national ideological 
boundaries. That’s the basic idea, ‘Earth 
Day.’ All the other ideas flow from that.” 

McConnell, p. 326 



Why March 21? 
Earth Day by Margaret Mead 

EPA Journal, March 1978 
“Earth Day is the first holy day which transcends all national 

borders, yet preserves all geographical integrities, spans 
mountains and oceans and time belts, and yet brings 
people all over the world into one resonating accord, is 
devoted to the preservation of the harmony in nature and 
yet draws upon the triumphs of technology—the 
measurement of time and instantaneous communication 
through space. Earth Day draws on astronomical 
phenomena in a new way; using the vernal equinox, the 
time when the Sun crosses the equator making night and 
day of equal length in all parts of the Earth. To this point 
in the annual calendar, EARTH DAY attaches no local or 
divisive set of symbols, no statement of the truth or 
superiority of one way of life over another. But the 
selection of the March equinox makes planetary 
observance of a shared event possible . . . .” 

McConnell, p. 327. 



Context of Nelson’s 
Environmental Teach-In 

“3. In July 1969, while on a conservation speaking tour in the West, I read a 
magazine article about the anti-war protests on college campuses, called 
‘Teach-Ins.’ It suddenly occurred to me -- This is it! Why not promote a 
National Environmental Teach-In -- a huge public demonstration of concern 
for the environment. My objective was a demonstration so large it would 
finally qet the attention of the political establishment and the media. Having 
spoken around the nation on this issue for several years, I was satisfied the 
public was way ahead of the politicians and would respond in a dramatic 
way to the opportunity to express their concern.  

“4. As soon as I returned from my speakinq tour, I created a non-profit 
organization called ‘Environmental Teach-In, Inc.’ In September [1969] at a 
conservation conference in Seattle, I announced that there would be a 
national Environmental Teach-In early in 1970 and that this would be the 
opportunity for a huge public demonstration of concern for the environment. 
The AP and UP wire services carried the story. It qot notice on network 
news and in all of the major daily papers across the nation. This was two 
months before Mr. McConnell went to the United Nations with his proposal.” 

 
Gaylord Nelson (The Wilderness Society), letter to Hans Janitschek (President, 

Earth Society Foundation), August 9, 1993. 
 



Context of Nelson’s 
Environmental Teach-In 

“Mr. McConnell's proposal and mine had entirely different 
objectives. Mr. McConnell did not propose a major mass 
demonstration in behalf of the environment but that was the 
central core of April 22. My specific purpose was political – 
its’ [sic] objective was to force the environment onto the 
National Agenda of major issues.” 

“I did not take the name Earth Day from Mr. McConnell. Indeed, I 
was still referring to Teach-Ins on my final four day tour April 
20-24. The terms "Earth Day,” "Planet Day," "Earth 
Celebration,” etc. occurred to many people simply because 
those were obvious descriptive names for an event that had as 
its goal the protection of the environment and the resources of 
the Earth.” 
Gaylord Nelson (The Wilderness Society), letter to Hans Janitschek (President, 

Earth Society Foundation), August 9, 1993. 



Context of Nelson’s 
Environmental Teach-In 

HOW EARTH DAY BEGAN  
Michael Weilbacher, environmental writer 
 

"In the late 1960s, a series of environmental catastrophes occurred that scared 
a whole lot of people. The Cuyahoga River, which flows through the city of 
Cleveland, was so polluted that it caught fire, twice! A major oil spill occurred 
off the coast of California, smearing thousands of seals and ocean birds with 
gooey, life-threatening petroleum. Birds like bald eagles, pelicans and 
ospreys were disappearing, as pesticides caused their eggshells to thin, and 
the thin shells cracked when the mother bird tried to incubate her eggs. 
Dense smog covered too many cities, the product of car exhaust and 
industrial pollution. Rivers reeked from untreated waste flowing out of 
millions of pipes. Too much human waste poured into waterways uncleaned. 
Almost no one anywhere recycled anything. 

 
“The objective of the first Earth Day was to get a nationwide grassroots 

demonstration of concern for the environment so large that it would shake 
the political establishment out of its lethargy and, force this issue 
permanently onto the national political agenda.“ 

http://cie.augusta.com/_pdf/programs/Earth_Day_Every_Day_low.pdf 
 



Why April 22? 

Possible factors  --  
•  Arbor Day was started by J. Sterling 

Morton in 1872. On his death in 1907 his 
birth day, April 22, became Arbor Day -- a 
date still recognized as Arbor Day in many 
countries.  

•  April 22 is the birthday of Vladimir Lenin. 
•  Springtime on U.S. college campuses. 
•  In 1970, April 22 was on Wednesday.   



Spoof  --  





U.S. Government Confusion 

President Richard Nixon proclaimed Earth Day to be  
April 22 in 1971 and 1972.  

President Gerald Ford proclaimed Earth Day to be  
March 21 in 1975.  

Presidents Jimmy Carter and George H. W. Bush 
proclaimed for April 22 in 1977, 1980 and 1990. An 
official copy of Carters' proclamation was sent 
erroneously to John McConnell.  

The U.S. Congress adopted resolutions for March 21 in 
1971 and 1975, and for an Earth Week from April 9 to 15 
in 1973. All three of these resolutions contained identical 
language - except for the date.  

http://www.earthflag.net/history5.htm  



Earth Day 
Proclamation 

written 
June 21, 1970 
“completely, from 
beginning to end, 

without any editing 
and all in one 

session.” 
Anna McConnell, in Weir, p. 169. 



Earth Day 
Proclamation 
Signatures 



United Nations Secretary-General U Thant 
March 21 Earth Day, 1971 



Politics of Earth Day 
 

In 1971, UN Secretary-General U Thant issued an official UN 
proclamation recognizing the March equinox as Earth Day. U Thant 
signed, also in 1971, the Earth Day Proclamation formulated by 
John McConnell, that states the date of Earth Day as the Vernal 
Equinox. Subsequently, April 22 organizers attempted to get U 
Thant to change the date to April 22. He refused, saying 
McConnell’s idea was better. Margaret Mead agreed. 

 
From 1971 to 2010, the only official recognition at the United Nations 

concerning Earth Day was the Vernal Equinox. For 41 years, Earth 
Day has been celebrated annually on the Vernal Equinox at UN 
headquarters in NYC, with the ringing of the UN Peace Bell. 

 
In 2011, an effort at the United Nations finally succeeded in gaining 

official UN recognition of April 22.  
 

A new holiday was proclaimed as – 
   International Mother Earth Day 

   April 22 
 

http://www.un.org/en/events/motherearthday/ 



The UN’s New  
International Mother Earth Day 

“International Mother Earth Day promotes a view 
of the Earth as the entity that sustains all living 
things found in nature. It honors the Earth as a 
whole and our place within it. It does not seek to 
replace other events, such as Earth Day, which 
has been celebrated by many people around the 
world on 22 [sic] March since the 1970s, but 
rather to reinforce and reinterpret them based on 
the evolving challenges we face.” 

http://www.un.org/en/events/motherearthday/ 

  



Responses to Date Conflicts 

Some have proposed several Earth Days –  
Earth Day I – March equinox 
Earth Day II – April 22 
Earth Day III – UN World Environment Day on June 5 

Still others have said,  
why not make  
every day Earth Day – 
 
 Cover photo, “How Earth Day Began,”  
by Michael Weilbacher 






















