MOTHER JONES

.Ever Have a Dumb, Primitive Suspicion of

Fluorescent Lights? Well. ..

THEY BLIGHT
YOUR LIFE

T UST ABOUT AN hour’s drive from a
j lab where Thomas Edison worked
on artificial light, John Ott has
been looking into that light with some
suspicion. Ott hassome unsettling things
to say about the artificially concocted
combinations of wavelengths that
emanate from incandescent and fluores-
cent bulbs and from television sets, and
that are especially harmful to people
who spend more time under light bulbs
than they do under the sun. Ott is con-
vinced that wavelength deprivation, a
kind of illuminative scurvy, is a con-
tributing factor in a variety of maladies,
from cancer to arthritis to hyperactivity
in children.

The growing number of Ott’s sup-
porters are as diverse as the maladies.
They include eye specialists, botanists,
cancer researchers, florists, light bulb
manufacturers, chinchilla breeders and
school psychologists. And even the man-
agement of a minor-league baseball
team, which thanked Ott for improving
the disposition of a player by suggesting
that he stop wearing his pink sunglasses.

The number and variety of supporters
are even more impressive when you con-
sider Ott’s unusual approach to science,
as evidenced by his trip to the Sloan-
Kettering Institute for Cancer Research
last summer. Ott was invited to lecture
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the cancer people. It was an important
opportunity, not only because Ott
spends most of his time worrying about
light and cancer these days, but also be-
cause some of the cancer people have
resisted his arguments in the past. Part
of their resistance stems from the fact
that Ott has no formal scientific train-
ing—didn’t even go to college—yet still
has the gall to stand up to experts who
outdegree him by a factor of ten. (““They
reject my ideas because they say there is

no precedent for them in the litera-
ture,” Ott explains. “I tell them thatif a
cure for cancer was already in the litera-
ture, they surely would have come across
it by now.”) And part of their resistance
is based on the fact that Ott’s great ideas
come to him while he is taking pictures
of pumpkins for Walt Disney or of flow-
ers for Barbra Streisand movies. The
notion that a cure for cancer could be a
by-product of Hollywood makes test
tubes rattle in serious research labs.



Given this entrée with Sloan-Ketter-
ing, a less hardy person than Ott might
have tried to downplay such show biz
associations, or at least declare that he
had given up his photographic career in
favor of serious scientific work. But Ott
did just the reverse. “While I was in the
neighborhood,” Ott says, “I decided [
could pay for the trip by taking some
time-lapse pictures of the floats in the
Macy’s parade for NBC News.”

It is just this kind of side trip that
makes Ott continually suspect to sober
science — would Einstein have inter-
rupted relativity to do the box scores for
the Washington Senators?—but Ott’s
great discoveries depend on these diver-
gences. His revelations come as a result
of chance meetings with eye doctors at
garden parties, well-timed letters from
chinchilla breeders, accidents with his
own eyeglasses at the beach or the pur-
chase of the wrong kind of light bulb at
the store. If he is part of a scientific tra-
dition, it is the tradition of invention-
by-mistake and brilliance-by-coinci-
dence that seems more a part of Des-
cartes’ century than of our own. In an
age of strict scientific professionalism,
Ott has broken an amazing amount of
ground just by bumping into things. “I
solve many problems,” he says, “in my
own simple way, by trial and error.”

In his own simple way, Ott has man-
aged to fuse a lifetime of incidental ob-
servations into a theory, a theory that
has evolved over 40 years like a sculp-
ture made from spare parts. The theory
is that many forms of animal life, in-
cluding humans, require a balanced diet
of light—taken in through the eye—
much as they require a balanced diet of
nutrients. Animal organisms use light
not only to see with but also as a kind of
master control for parts of the glandular
system. Ott says that the pituitary gland,
that mystery organ, is actually pro-
grammed to pick up messages from the
eye, and that those messages depend on
the particular wavelengths that strike a
layer of retinal cells called the pigment
epithelial. These cells have no known
visual function.

If you’ve misplaced your high school
physics book, natural sunlight can be
broken down into various wavelengths,
which represent the colors of the spec-
trum. Ott believes that animals are much
more sensitive to these various wave-
lengths than was previously assumed. In
earlier generations, when people got
plenty of direct sunlight, you wouldn’t
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have found many victims of what Ott
calls “malillumination.” But as people
spend more of their time behind light-
distorting glasses and sunglasses, be-
hind tinted windshields and plastic-
coated picture windows, and under arti-
ficial lights, the traditional wavelength
diet has been replaced by an unhealthy,
man-made substitute.

“Most artificial lighting, incandescent
or fluorescent, does not duplicate the

difference in the tails of laboratory
mice who have lived their entire lives
under pink fluorescent light (top) and
natural daylight (bottom) illustrates
Ort’s thesis about the effectsof certain
kinds of artificial light. Other key
experiments have been done on rats,
bean plants and grass blades.

full spectrum of wavelengths that
reaches us from sunlight,” Ott says.
“Most fluorescent tubes emphasize only
certain portions of the spectrum to cre-
ate various decorative effects, such as
‘natural white.” The typical incandescent
bulb contains virtually no ultraviolet,
and it is also lacking in the blue end of
the spectrum.” At one time these details
had meaning only for decorators, but
now Ott has introduced them to doctors
and psychologists.

There are a lot of people who feel

" funny about fluorescent lights, just as

there are people who feel funny about
artificial foods and x-rays and a variety
of other modern advances. Since these
people have had no science to back them
up, they have had to limit their criticism
of fluorescents to statements of cultural
displeasure, such as “This place islitlike
a Highway Patrol station.” But if Ott’s
suppositions are correct, artificial light-
ing is just one more area where regular
people have harbored unrefined skep-
ticism, have been debunked by legions
of experts and then have discovered that
they were right all along.

Bean Plantsand TV

To get some sort of clue as to whether
this guy was on the level, I visited Ott
at his home in Sarasota, Florida. The
first thing that struck me was the lack of
that superficial eccentricity that I as-
sumed attached to all such quantum
leapers. At Edison’s place nearby, where
a lot of this light trouble got started, the
house exudes eccentricity—in spite of
having been controlled by unctuous tour
guides for the last 30 years. Ott’s place
is a simple beach house. Except for the
transparent blue light bulbs and the
window film that lets in sunlight (his
neighbors put up film to keep it out),
Ott’s house is devoid of hints that he has
spent his entire adult life tinkering with
cameras and lights.

Ott is pushing 70. At first meeting he
strikes you as more the career foreign
service officer than the wild-eyed inven-
tor. He even looks like a foreign service
officer—tall, white-haired and slightly
reserved. Ott is also friendly, well-
spoken, polished and genteel. He has a
sense of humor that has survived years
of frustration, when his ideas were
treated as if he had found them in an
orgone box. “A lot of doctors who saw
films of my research were convinced
that there was something to it,” Ott
says. “But then they told their col-
leagues, who said they had gone off the
deep end.”

The man himself seems believable
enough. Aside from his unorthodox re-
search style, and a history of flirtations
with pumpkins and Disney and NBC,
Ott’s main acceptance problem comes
from his insistence that the scientific
community recognize his theory in its
entirety. Some of his friends have urged
him to downplay the wilder suggestions
(““One doctor told me to quit trying to
cure cancer by shining a light in peo-
ple’seyes,” Ott says) and concentrate on
things like the harmful radiation given
off by television sets.

In 1965 one of Ott’s simple experi-
ments shook up the television industry.
He took some bean plants and put them
in front of a color TV. The plants were
hidden behind a black paper screen, so
visible light did not reach them from the
television. Half of the plants were also
protected behind a lead shield, which
blocks out the non-visible radiation; the
other half were not. The unshielded
plants exhibited some pretty strange be-
havior, like growing their roots up in-




stead of down. This experiment caused
some embarrassment among television
industry officials, who had said that TV
sets complied with the industry’s volun-
tary radiation standards and posed no
danger to health. Ott contended that the
amount of radiation given off varied
widely. The thought of what the human
counterpart to the plant weirdness might
be led one manufacturer to clear its
throat and recall a few TV sets. It also

After: Right: after 60 days of full-
spectruni lighting, children are in their
seats and watching teacher, and boy
who was banging his head on table is
‘at front with hand raised.

MOTHER. JONES

then Ott has run into a scientific gov-
erning principle as important as the dis-
covery of the virus.

‘A Maladjusted Pumpkin

Ott’s whole idea is so entwined with
the events in his life that it can only be
approached chronologically. Ott con-
founds traditionalists by fluttering be-
tween opposing branches of science with

Before:Left: ina windowlessclass-
room under ordinary fluorescent
lights, first-graders show many signs
of restlessness and inability to sit still.

persuaded the government to lower the
amount of allowable TV radiation. Iron-
ically, the amount permitted under the
new law is no different from the volun-
tary standard already touted by the in-
dustry, which Ott says is stilla good deal
too lax.

Ott also put rats in front of television,
and he found them to get as lethargic as
a child watching Saturday morning car-
toons. Ott suggests that the content of
television programming might not be
nearly so harmful as the content of the
light and radiation a TV gives off. But,
in typical fashion, he declines to become
a professional television gadfly.

Instead, he is thinking about why rats
get more tumors under pink fluorescent
lights, why sunglasses might be danger-
ous, why retinal cells in the pigment
epithelial respond to light more than to
certain drugs, and a variety of other mat-
ters that make up Ott’s overall theory of
health and light. Ott spends most of the
afternoon pulling articles and tracts out
of a closet bookshelf in an attempt to
expose me to all the ramifications of his
theory. If all of this turns out to beright,

the dexterity of a hummingbird and the
audacity of a second-story man. He
never stays on one subject for very long,
and the surprising thing is that later in-
volvements somehow magically produce
clues that help explain mysteries aban-
doned earlier.

‘Ottstops shuffling through papers and
sits down to tell me about it. He joined
the family bank in Chicago (which ex-
plains where he got a lot of his research
money) in the 1920s, and was headed for
a genteel banker’s life until he got side-
tracked by the plants in his basement.
He had pursued time-lapse photography
as a hobby since high school, but play-
ing with plarnts and light began to in-
terest him more than playing with
money. He even invented some elabo-
rate time-lapse machinery, cameras on
long spindly arms that moved up and
down in his basement, waving like wheat
in a breeze. Ott’s photographic accounts
of the openings and closings of various
plants and flowers were good enough to
impress a lot of corporations, who hired
him to do photographic studies, and
Walt Disney, who hired him to take all

the time-lapse pictures for his nature
movies. By the 1940s, Ott had left the
bank to devote himself full time to his
cameras. “I can still hear one old-timer
in the bank explaining that I was leaving
in order to have more time to take pic-
tures of African violets and apple blos-
soms,” Ott remembers. k

One of Ott’s key discoveries came
when he was filming a pumpkin for Walt
Disney’s Secreis of Life in his basement
studio outside of Chicago, where he did
his early work. The pumpkin was resting
comfortably under fluorescent lights. It
developed normally until the point when
female flowers appeared. They shriv-
eled up and dropped off. “I needed the
pictures,” Ott says, “so I got another
pumpkin and tried it again the next
year. This time the female flowers.
opened, but the male parts didn’t.”

This puzzling situation might have
been cause for pumpkin dissection ot
soil sampling in established botanical
circles, but Ott rejected such routine
thinking and just let his mind float
around the room. It attached to the
fluorescents. “I remembered,” Ott says,
“that I had changed bulbs between the
first year and the second.” He had used
regular fluorescent tubes when the fe-
male flowers withered, and “daylight
white” tubes before the mal¢ flowers
faltered. Ott had discovered earlier that
a distortion in the wavelengths of light
reaching various plants through panes of
window glass could do things like retard
the ripening of apples. Now he won-
dered whether the difference in the wave-
lengths given off by two kinds of fluores-
cents could possibly affect the sexual
development of pumpkins.

It sounded silly, but Ott was never
afraid of silly-sounding speculation. In
fact, the pumpkin episode contains all
the peculiar elements of the Ott style of
research, which appear again and again
in the stories he tells me. There is the
unlikely conclusion drawn from an ap-
parently unrelated detail. There is the
dropped hint and the jump to another
subject. Ott imported a pumpkin to pol-
linate the female flowers and took his
pictures, and that was the end of the
pumpkin episode. But it wasn’t really

"the end, because the pumpkin was con-

nected to fish through a letter he got in
the mail.

“The letter was from a high school
teacher in Chicago,” Ott says, ‘““who had
seen my time-lapse pictures on a local
TV show.” The teacher wanted Ott to
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OTT'Ss PRESCRIPTIONS
FOR HEALTHY LIGHT

1 LicHT BuLss. Ott doesn’t believe that artificial light is necessarily bad;

it is harmful only if the light does not duplicate the natural spectrum of
visible sunlight, and espeClaIIy if it leaves out ultraviolet. Ott has helped design
a fluorescent light that does give off the natural spectrum. It is called Spectra-
lite, and it inchides a separate blacklight (ultraviolet) tube and lead radiation
shields. It can be ordered from Garcy Lighting, 1822 N. Spauldinig Avenue,
Chicago, Illinois 60647.

There are at least two other full-spectrum fluorescent lights. One is Duro-
Test’s “V}tahte ** which does give off ultraviolet but is not so economical as
Spectralite, according to Ott. Another is General Electric’s “Chroma50,”
which is the full-spectrum fluorescent used in Spectralite, but without ultra-
violet. “Chroma 50 is widely available. Neither of these provides shieldings
to block off the radiation at the ends of the fluorescent tubes. But they are
somewhat better than regular fluorescent lights.

For :ncandesoent lighting, Ott suggests the ““daylight” incandescent bulb,
sometimes called “daylight blue.” It looks dark blue on the shelf and has a
slightly bluish tint when lit. The major manufacturers supply them, so if you
look around you should be able to find some. Daylight incandescent does not
overemphasize the wavelengths in the harmful red range of the spectrum. Ott
says the bulbs to avoid are the “soft pink™ ones.

2 EYEGLASSES AND CONTACT LENSEs. Ott does not believe it is a good idea

to wear sunglasses of any kind. He also says that regular eyeglasses block
out some of the important wavelengths. You can buy full-spectrum plastic
spectacle lenses from the Arimorlite Company, 130 N. Bingham Drive, San
Marcos, California 92069. These lenses are also.available through local eye-
glass distributors.

If you wear contact lenses, Ott suggebts the full-spectrum plastic contacts
~made by Wesley Jessen, Inc., 37 S. Wabash, Chicago, Illinois 60603. These
can be ordered through an optlcxan If you don’t want to go to the trouble of
getting the special plastic contacts, then try to wear the neutral gray contacts
(not to be confused with photogray or any other gray lenses). They reduce all
the wavelenths evenly and don’t overemphasme any particular part of the
spectrum.

3 TV. Television sets still give off harmful amounts of radiation, according
to Ott. A greater aniount may be released from the back of the set than
from the front. Try not to place much-used TV sets with their backs to walls
that have a bedroom on the other side, since radiation can penetrate walls.
When you are.watching, stay as far away from the screen as possible. Better
still, read a book.
Ott says black-and-white sets can produce as much harmful radiation as

color sets. It depends on the particular set you have. Among the television sets -

he tested in the Sarasota area, Ott found that a small portable black-and-white
gave off as much radiation as all of the large color sets.

4 LiGHT AWARENEsS. Malillumination will increase, says Ott, as more
_|people turn to fluorescent lighting, which they will do because fluores-
cents are energy-savers. The effects of malillumination can be limited if peo-
ple buy the right kinds of bulbs, and also if they get into the sunlight as much
as possible. The sunlight is most beneficial if you don’t wear glasses. And
remember that you don’t have to look directly at the sun to get the beneficial
wavelengths.

-More of Ott’s ideas on light can be found in his book Health and Light,
published by Pocket Books in 1976.
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film the spawning of fish in an aquarium.
Ott set up the cameras and his fluores-
cents, never expecting that at least 80
per cent of the offspring in the tank lit
with the pink fluorescent lights would
turn out to be females. This result rein-
forced his suspicion that specific wave-
lengths had something to do with sex
characteristics. Ott had another hint.

He didn’t have to wait very long to
climb even higher up the evolutionary
ladder, because another research oppor-
tunity arrived in the mail. It was from a
chinchilla breeder in New Jersey who
had read about the fish in a newspaper.
“Her chinchillas weren’t producing any
female offspring,” Ott says, “and I sug-
gested that she change the light bulbs in
the pens. I sent her a daylight incandes-
cent that dupilcated most of the visible
sunlight spectrum.” Later, the woman
couldn’t thank Ott enough for the ar-
rival of three female baby chinchillas.

Even with such suggestive results, Ott
had no exclusive interest in pumpkins,
chinchillas, or light and gender. By the
1950s, a 20-year string of photographic
assignments had led Ott to ponder many
mysteries. Some of them began to make
sense to him after he got to look inside
the cells of a blade of grass. What he saw
there led him to rabbits’ eyes, arthritis,
Cree Indians, rats and cancer.

Ott had been hired to doa photograph-
ic record of the movement of chloro-
plasts inside the cell of a blade of grass.
(In addition to everything else, he had
also developed the technique of micro-
scopic time-lapse photography, an in-
valuable research tool.) As usual, Ott
wasn’t looking for anything special in
these grass cells, but he couldn’t help
noticing. He explained what happened
in his book, Health and Light, published

by Pocket Books in 1976:

“When the Elodea grass was exposed
to the full spectrum of all the wave-
lengths of natural sunlight, all the chlo-
roplasts would stream in an orderly
fashion around and around from one
end of the cell to another. However, if
the sunlight was filtered through ordi-
nary window glass that blocked most of
the ultraviolet, or if an ordinary in-
candescent microscope light, which is
lacking in the ultraviolet part of the
spectrum, was used, some of the chloro-
plasts would drop out of the streaming
pattern and remain immobile near the
center or off in one corner of the cell of
a leaf. When a red filter was placed in
the light source of the microscope, fur-



ther restricting the wavelengths, more
of the chloroplasts would drop out of
the streaming pattern, and other chlo-
roplasts would make a shortcut from
one end across the center of the cell,
without going all the way to the other
end.”

Ott found that a blue filter would in-
terrupt the normal traffic pattern and
cause the chloroplasts to bunch up in a
corner like so many autistic children. If
the red filter was left in for any length of
time, the chloroplasts would mass and
attack the walls of the cell, bursting
through and eventually killing the cell
itself. Ott shows me pictures of these
" chloroplasts in a movie. The picture of a

cell committing suicide under a red light
is as gory as anything out of The Texas
Chain Saw Massacre. ‘1 can kill cells
with colors,” Ott says.

‘When the filters were removed and a
source of ultraviolet light added to the
microscope light, the chloroplasts would
again resume a normal pattern. It was

" Ott’s first inkling that ultraviolet light
might have something to do with health.
He wanted to know more.

The Rabbit’s Eye

In trying to make sense out of the
Elodea grass episode, Ott remembered a
film he had once made for some tomato
growers. The tomatoes in question were
suffering from a very tough virus, and
they had been grown in a glass green-
house. The virus had disappeared when
Ott brought the plants into his special
plastic greenhouse, in which he took a
lot of his pictures. The plastic allowed
almost the full spectrum of light to shine
through, while glass did not. Ott thought
about the mysterious cure, and it oc-
curred to him that maybe viruses are

_helped along by the kind of cellular
chaos he saw in the grass, a chaos
brought on by an improper mix of wave-
lengths.

He dropped another hint. “In what
little I have read about viruses, no con-
sideration has been given the possibility
of a virus originating within the living
cells of a plant itself. It seems to be gen-
erally accepted that the virus must be
introduced from an outside source. It
seems quite possible that a chemical
substance of a poisonous nature could
result as a by-product from an incom-
plete and unbalanced metabolism within
the cells of a leaf.”

Ott was talking about viruses and
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plants, but not for long. After the movie
is over and Ott turns off the projector,
he tells me about another social acci-
dent, the one that carried him from the
grass cell to the rabbit’s eye.

This time it wasn’t a letter; it was a
meeting at a Florida garden club. Ott
was showing some time-lapse pictures,
at the behest of his aunt, to entertain a
crowd on “men’s night.”” An ophthal-
mologist named Thomas Dickinson

This chance assignment became the
key piece in Ott’s light puzzle. It was
already known that certain animals re-
spond to light as a signal for behavior,
and that egg production in chickens can
be increased if the short daylight hours
of winter are lengthened using artificial
lights. Two scientists named Jacques
Benoit and Ivan Assenmacher had
studied ducks in France. They con-
cluded that different wavelengths reach-

happened to be in the audience. He was
fascinated with microscopic time-lapse
as a research tool. He had been studying
the toxicity of various drugs by watch-
ing what those drugs did to a layer of
cells, the pigment epithelial, in a rab-

bit’s eye. He asked Ott to photograph

the reactions.

The findings, predictably, were in-
credible. Neither Ott nor Dickinson
would have dreamed that the cells in the
rabbit’s eye, cells that had no known
visual function, would respond to light
the same way the grass cells did. But as
he was changing the filters in the micro-
scope light source to get better pictures,
Ott couldn’t help noticing. The granules
inside the cells were moving just like the
chloroplasts—bunching up under the
blue light, taking cellular short cuts un-
der the red and creating general micro-
scopic havoc. Natural light would bring
the granules back into a normal flow
pattern. Ott approached Dickinson
with a very strange conclusion. The
strong drugs didn’t do that much to the
cells, but the color of light in the micro-
scope did. ‘

ing the eye did affect nerve impulses, the
brain and the glandular system. And in
1964, Richard Wurtman, Julius Axel-
rod and Josef E. Fisher, doing research
for the National Institute of Mental
Health, declared that cells in the retina
had a definite connection to the func-
tioning of the pineal glands in rats.

But nobody had said which part of the
eye was the receptor for these wave-
length signals. Ott thought he had stum-
bled onto it. The pigment epithelial. He
and Dr. Irving H. Leopold, then head
of the Wills Eye Hospital and Research
Institute in Philadelphia and also the
editor of a scientific journal called Sur-
vey of Ophthalmology, wanted to pub-
lish an article.

That was in 1964. “We wrote the
article and submitted it to the editorial
board,” Ott says. “They said they
couldn’t publish it because ophthal-
mologists were only interested in vision,
and we were talking about retinal cells
that had no seeing function.”

Ott faced a scientific logjam. The oph-
thalmologists knew a lot about the in-
teraction between light and the eye, but




they only wanted to discuss the optical
system. The endocrinologists studied
the pituitary as part of the glandular
system, and they weren’t that interested
in the eye. Since Ott belonged to neither
camp, his discovery fell between the
disciplines.

By this time, Ott wanted to know if
wavelengths had the same effect on hu-
mans that they apparently had on rab-
bits and rats. In the absence of outside
support, he was not afraid to introduce
his own personal experience as scien-
tific evidence.

For several years he had had a severe
case of arthritis, which gave him pain
and forced him to use a cane. During a
visit to Florida in the early 1960s, Ott
broke his glasses; the combination of
this accident and his arthritis turned out
to be fortuitous. Telling me about it, he
motions outside, through the special
light-transmitting picture window, to
the part of the beach where the cure had
taken place. In 1964, after he broke his
glasses, Ott spent a great deal of time
on the beach with nothing between his
eyes and the healthy wavelengths. His
arthritis began to clear up as if by
magic. He found that he could run up
the stairs. He could also get along with-
out the injections of glandular extracts
he had customarily taken to ease his
aching joints. .

Didn’t his tecovery imply that his
glandular system had been somehow
stimulated to produce its own natural
lubricants? Could it be that the loss of
his light-distorting glasses enabled the
proper wavelengths to reach his eye,
which in turn stimulated the pituitary
to do its job?

In bringing his own miraculous recov-
ery into the picture, Ott began to sound
like a witness to OQur Lady of Light. His
research had already caromed off
the science wings of a major university;
now he was expanding into the liberal
arts and maybe even faith healing. It
didn’t matter. Evidence was evidence,
and Ott was convinced that the basis for
health lay somewhere in the ultraviolet
wavelengths, -the ones that made the
grass-blade chloroplasts get back to
normal. He knew that most eyeglasses
did not permit the passage of ultra-
violet, and most of the fluorescent tubes
and incandescent bulbs on the market
did not give off ultraviolet. He was be-
ginning to see health and light every-
where, and he took that to mean that he
was onto something big.

MOTHER JONES

This time, Ott got his corroborating
evidence from a Chicago restaurant
where he happened to be eating lunch.
The place was heavily blacklighted to
give a deep-sea effect, and blacklight
contains a substantial amount of ultra-
violet. Ott inquired about the general
health of the waiters and busboys. One
of the managers told him that the lights
had been in use for 18 years. “He said
that the ultraviolet lights had been in
use continually during that time,” Ott
reports in his book, “and that the health
of his men had been so consistently ex-
cellent that the manager of the hotel had
checked into the situation, with medical
supervision, to try to determine why
this particular group of men was always
on the job, even during flu epidemics.”

Here was Ott again, making science
from luncheon dates and contradicting
cherished notions. The prevailing im-
pression of ultraviolet among doctors is
that too much of it is dangerous. Con-
stant exposure to ultraviolet can cause
skin cancer. The ultraviolet wavelengths
are also blamed for an eye disease called
pterygium, found among American
servicemen stationed in various parts of
the tropics.

Ott agrees that too much ultraviolet
can be dangerous, but he also believes
that too little may also be unhealthy. He
attacked the pterygium argument by
somehow finding out that a certain
group of Cree Indians in northern Can-
ada also suffered from a high incidence
of pterygium. If that disease was in fact
caused by the ultraviolet from too much
intense sunlight, why would you find it
in the Canadian North? Ott, naturally,
had his own idea. It turns out that those
Cree Indians had been issued some spe-
cial wraparound sunglasses, which they
liked to wear all the time. Sunglasses of
this type do not admit any ultraviolet
rays. If the people who contracted pte-
rygium in the tropical regions also wore

sunglasses, then maybe, Ott reasoned,’

the disease was caused not by too much
ultraviolet but by a lack of it.

Ott’s curiosity about ultraviolet rays
was to be aroused again at luncheon.
This time, he happened to be seated at
a banquet next to Albert Schweitzer’s
daughter. She told him of a tribe on
Africa’s west coast who rarely or never
contracted cancer until they began to
make repeated contact with the outside
world. Ott asked if that contact had re-
sulted in the tribesmen’s wearing sun-
glasses. She thought she had run into a

scientific Sherlock . Holmes. Not only
did they wear sunglasses, she told Ott,
but sunglasses had become a tribal sym-
bol with the people!

The Hintdropper
Transcendent

By the middle of the 1960s, Ott was
convinced that he had found the part of
the eye that receives messages from light
and transmits them to the pituitary, and
also that he had found the part of the
spectrum that contributes to human
health. He had dropped hints, but few
people had picked up on them. In 1966,
he decided to do some research himself.

A friend of Ott’s, Dr. Samuel Gabby,
had already gotten some interesting re-
sults with mice and light. Gabby put a
cancer-prone variety of mice, called
C3H, under different types of natural
and artificial lighting. The life span of
the mice seemed to increase or decrease
with different types of lights. Ott did
similar experiments in his Sarasota lab.
Of the more than 500 mice living under
natural light, under ultraviolet-trans-
mitting plastic or under quartz glass,
only 15 did not reach maturity. Mice
that were raised under various types of
fluorescents developed more fatal tu-
mors, and the pink fluorescents turned
out to be the deadliest. Only 61 per cent
of the mice raised under the pink lights
lived through a normal life span. The
mice were confirming everything Ott
had gathered from restaurants, casual
conversations and flights of fancy.

By relying on mice to carry his theory,
Ott finally got some response from the
scientific community. Ideas that were
once deemed worthy of Mad magazine
began to appear in serious academic
journals. Ott published an important
series of articles in the journal Eye, Ear,
Nose, and Throat in 1974. His ideas also
appeared in the Jowrnal of Learning Dis-
abilities, Illuminating Engineering and
the Journal of the American Society for
Preventive Dentistry. He pulls a pile of
such journals out of his library-closet as
supporting evidence.

The latest returns, from the chinchilla
breeders and {from the cancer clinics,
seem to support Ott’s contention that all
parts of his theory have validity. Ott re-
ports the corroborative findings: Gabby
did his mice studies in 1959. In 1963,
Dr. Edward Scanlon, formerly chief of
cancer research at Evanston Hospital in
1llinois, did a similar study with ham-




sters injected with tumor transplants.
He wrote: “The animals remaining un-
der the cool-white fluorescent tubes
showed an average life span of 29 days,
whereas those kept under an air curtain
(outside conditions) averaged 43 days.”
In 1973, some scientists at the Wills
Eye Hospital duplicated Ott’s own ex-
periments with the C3H strain of mice.
Their observations “suggest that cath-
ode-shielded, full-spectrum fluorescent
lighting may be an important environ-
mental factor in slowing down tumor
development.” And in 1974, a further
study done by scientists at the Bureau of
Radiological Health in Rockville,
Maryland, concluded: “There are many
unanswered questions in this field. How-
ever, one very pertinent point clearly
emerges from the studies given here.
Specific wavelengths of light affect the
incidence and severity of tumors in ex-
perimental animals, and they may have
an effect on tumors in humans.”
Meanwhile, the chinchilla breeders
have done further experiments, and
they say that the blue part of the spec-
trum definitely has a determining effect
on the sex of chinchilla offspring. (No-
body has tried this one on humans.) The
dental people, or at least some of them,
believe that Ott’s ideas also have appli-
cation to tooth decay: certain fluores-
cents may cause a higher incidence of
decay among children. And- Ott’s re-
search results are so generally intriguing
that the Roswell Park cancer center,
part of the State University of New
York, has been conducting its own re-
search to investigate some of his ideas.

In the last couple of years, with other

people finally following up on the old
hints, Ott could not resist sending out a
few new ones. There was the time-lapse
experiment with hyperactive children in
a Sarasota classroom. Ott installed his
full-spectrum fluorescent lighting, with
special shields to block off the radiation
(which he presumes harmful), and
turned on his cameras for 180 days.
After 60 days, the collective movement
of the children had slowed down con-
siderably, and the teacher had noticed a
marked improvement in classroom be-
havior and attentiveness.

The lighting industry was terrified
enough to try to duplicate the experi-
ment on Long Island. General Electric
announced the results: changing the
lights from regular fluorescents to full-
spectrum fluorescents had no effect on
hyperactivity. Ott countered by point-
ing out that GE observed children for
only five days, whereas it had taken 60
days before he got results in Sarasota.

Ott is gratified by his new-found ac-
ceptance in professional circles, but he
is not satisfied. The next step is in prac-
tical application. Mice are one thing,
humans another, and very few people

- have applied Ott’s ideas to lighting sys-

tems. Even in Sarasota, the school did
not have the funding to permanently
change the lighting in the classrooms.
The phone seems to ring all the time
at Ott’s home. One of the calls he re-
ceived while I was there came from a
cancer specialist. He was wondering
‘why all the research outfits were getting
such differing results from tests of the
controversial drug Laetrile. The Laetrile
issue has divided cancer research into
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hostile camps, and there€ is talk of fraud
and experiment-rigging. Ott, of course,
has a less accusatory answer to why peo-
ple are getting different experimental re-
sults: you always get conflicting results
if the lighting isn’t the same.

Regardless of whether this is another
of Ott’s intuitive triumphs, it is certainly
another lead. From all the bits and
pieces, Ott has created an entirely new
science. If his theory is right, hospitals
will have to be lighted with the same
care as they are sanitized. (Ott says most
hospitals use one of the worst fluores-
cents, in an attempt to give a healthy
look to skin.) Laboratories will have to
consider lighting in setting up standard-
ized experiments. Doctors and drug
manufacturers will have to worry not
Jjust about the interaction of the drugs
and the foods we eat, but also about the
light we take in through our eyes.
Regular people will have to put ultra-
violet on their list of healthy substances,
and they will have to pay attention to
what they see as well as to what they eat.

Ott’s career is a statement on seeing
that goes beyond the pigment epithelial
and the pituitary. His successes chal-
lenge scientific method as well as scien-
tific fact. I’ this time of fat research
grants and the onward march of ad-
vanced degrees, his life is a reminder
that transcendent ideas can come from
a quantum drifter and confirmed hint-
dropper with no more scientific training
than a belief in what appears in front of
his own two eyes.

John Rothchild lives in Florida. He last
wrote for Mother Jones about an Appa-
lachian skills-trading co-op (April ’78).
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