TOXIC DREAMS:

A CALIFORNIA TOWN FINDS
MEANING IN AN ACID PIT
Jack Hitt
* K *

he Stringfellow Acid Pits were called into being on August 9, 195?,

at a dull meeting of small-bore officials in Riverside County, Cali-
fornia. The county’s Board of Trade had convened to kick around a new
idea, one you still hear among municipal officials 1n de.sperate .pla'ces.
The goal was to better facilitate “the program of entlc.lng fndustrles 1n}tlo
our county”; the solution, board president Carl Davis said, \.Nas for the
county to offer a dumping site for the toxic waste that the desired indus-
tries would inevitably produce. The board agreed. They appr.oached J. B.
Stringfellow, a high-school dropout who operated a gramt’e quarry a
mile or so outside the little town of Glen Avon. The countxs proposatl
was to dump chemicals into the large stone cavities left by’Strmgfellow s
excavations. The scientific thinking they adopted was: she’ll hold:

The county imposed a few restrictions on Stringfellow; they discour-
aged, for example, any “fuming” liquids. But such burdensome govlelrn-
ment regulations were quickly forgotten, and the :1‘1‘1arry bega’r’l“to fill up
with an exquisite ragout, including “scrap thinner, degrea’s,eir, ‘bond?r-
lube,” “paint booth waste,” “lube line waste,” “sump waste,” paint strip-
per,” “chromated emulsion cleaner,” and “paint line wa_ste. One trucker
would later testify (for there was, inevitably, a lawsuit) to the careful
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segregation of deadly chemicals at Stringfellow: if “one pond was full,”

: E he said, “we would go up to the next one.”

A unique attraction offered by Stringfellow was “unsupervised
night dumping.” In 1971, local manufacturers received a brochure that
read, “If your company finds it necessary to dump on a weekend or dur-
ing the night, arrangements can be made by telephone with our office.”

i Eventually even the phone call was eliminated, and the gate was simply
' left unlocked so that truckers could let themselves in at any hour of any

day. The oversight system employed to prevent dumping violations was

| the honor code.

A list of the chemicals poured into Stringfellow fills thirteen pages

' in a court brief (for there were, inevitably, court briefs), including ev-
i erything from acetylene chloride, butylated hydroxyanisole, and chloro-
b benzenesulfonic acid to uranium, xylene, and zinc phosphate. One pits
L veteran recalled in a deposition how the organics would sometimes get
mixed into the acids and that Stringfellow, “as a result, caught fire.”

Between September 1956 and November 1972, the quarry took

in thirty-four million gallons of chemicals—hundreds of different
b chemicals—from about a hundred companies. In 1972, Mr. Stringfellow,
P fearing that the pits were leaking, agreed to shut the dump down. The
| huge uncovered lagoons languished, unprotected by even a fence.

In March 1978, the rainy season in southern California was worse

| than usual. With each downpour, the acid pits rose. The state an-
E nounced that rather than allow the chemical mix to overrun the earthen
| levees that surrounded it, they were going to flush out some of the pits’
 contents. Eight hundred thousand gallons of Stringfellow brew were

sluiced into the town’s open culverts. It curled around the school, bur-

 bled past people’s homes, and finally sloshed into ditches leading out
§ of town. The sewers backed up with an odd viscous foam. Local kids

thought the stuff was great; its stickiness made for hilariously goopy

 bubble beards when they smeared it on their faces.

That August, Love Canal, New York, was evacuated. Poisonous

§ chemicals had been seeping onto playgrounds and into basements.
 President Carter declared the town a disaster area. “Toxic waste”
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