
     Caltech geochemist Clair C. Patterson (1922-1995) pioneered a technique in the 1950's for measuring tiny amounts of lead for the 
purpose of Pb-Pb dating, which allowed us to date meteorites and the age of the Earth.
     Patterson then turned his attention toward industrial lead contamination.  Lead is a poison that affects neurological development and 
can damage all of the organs in the body.  Lead levels in the environment have been correlated with violent crime rates and other societal 
ills. Patterson showed that tetraethyl lead in gasoline was building up in the environment and food chain in huge quantities. This work, and 
his public political battle with the petrochemical industry, led to the removal of lead from paint, gasoline, and other consumer products in the 
United States.
     The federal government banned lead paint in 1978, and the EPA phased out leaded gasoline during the 1970's and 1980's. Americans' 
blood levels of lead have since dropped by more than 80%. Without the work of scientists like Clair Patterson and the federal regulations for 
which he fought, this would have undoubtedly taken much longer to achieve.
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