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Eco-Vision and Valor  

Edward Humes loves a good fight. A Pulitzer Prize–winning journalist and intrepid author, Humes has 
been drawn into tales of murder and corruption, prejudice and altruism, grit and creativity. He’s immersed 
himself in the juvenile justice system, a public high school, and a neonatal intensive care unit. Criminal 
cases inspired Mississippi Mud (1994) and Mean Justice (1999). Over Here (2006) is a fresh and pertinent 
look at the far-ranging impact of the G.I. Bill, and in Monkey Girl (2007), Humes delves into the 
underlying mind-sets that stoke the ongoing battle over teaching evolution. Not only is Humes drawn to 
complex and polarizing subjects, but he also enjoys conducting research as much as crafting sentences, 
pondering history as much as investigating headline controversies. 

Eco Barons is Humes’ first foray into the intense, turbulent world of environmentalism. When asked what 
lured him there, Humes said, “I’ve always had a nascent interest in science-related subjects, so this felt like 
a natural progression. But my main interest was in looking at environmentalism from the outsider’s 
viewpoint since the people and organizations I looked at in Eco Barons are making their impact because 
they’re outside the mainstream. I think that’s part of their appeal and their effectiveness.” Humes marvels 
over how obvious it all becomes—our wastefulness, the fact that addressing environmental problems is 
good for business. “It’s a revelatory moment when you listen to these people and think, Why doesn’t 
everybody realize this? Why does it take these unique individuals to make us see it? But of course, that’s 
human history in a nutshell.”  

Writing vivid and involving profiles is Humes’ forte, and the environmental innovators he portrays dispel 
all notions of peace-loving tree-huggers or wild-eyed saboteurs. These shrewd nature advocates are 
problem solvers and warriors who, Humes observes, “thrive on conflict.” Doug Tompkins; Ted Turner; 
Andy Frank, a legendary designer of alternative-energy vehicles; and Kieran Suckling and Peter Galvin, the 
founders of the Center for Biological Diversity, are, Humes says, “energized by adversity. It doesn’t defeat 
them like it does most of us. It drives them on because they’re so convinced of their correctness. 
Righteousness might not be the wrong word to use, since they’re not the least bit discouraged by the fact 
that they’re tilting against the odds.”  
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In writing about the Center of Biological Diversity’s brilliant use of the courts to force the government to 
abide by the Endangered Species Act, Humes looked back to the law’s inception. “The history of the 
Endangered Species Act and all these great 1970s-era environmental policies is totally bipartisan. They 
were practically all signed by Richard Nixon and touted by him, and unanimously, or nearly so, passed in 
Congress. And how it is that in the course of 30 years these mainstream, bipartisan ideas can be relegated to 
the very partisan, extremist fringe is perplexing. How does this happen? I think that’s worth talking about.”  

After establishing himself as an adventurous generalist, Humes has now found a subject to stick with. 
“Environmentalism, sustainability, this is the most important story of our time. I intend to devote several 
future projects to this.” Aware that people are turned off by environmental books that are too alarming and 
depressing, Humes thinks “the most effective way to reach the broadest group is through stories, the 
humanization of important topics. You look at the great nonfiction books, and it’s the narrative approach 
that stands out and endures. Nonfictions works by the giants—Norman Mailer, Tracy Kidder, Truman 
Capote—endure beyond the issues of the day and retain value for generations of readers. That’s what has 
always inspired me.”  
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