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Dr. Herber t Ne e dle man, whose studies of chil dre n ex pos ed to
low lev els of lea dprompt e dregula t ion sthat lim ited or banne dthe
metal in a range of com mon produ cts, like gasoli ne and paint,
and set a standard for the moder nstudy of env ironm e n tal toxi ns,
died on July18 in Pit tsb urgh. He was 89.

His son, Dr. Joshua Needle man, said the caus ewa slu ng failu r e
re sul t i ng from edema, an exc ess of fluid.

Dr. Needle man was wor king at a co mmu nity psychiat ric cli nic
in Nor th Philadel phia after medical school when he met a you ng
ma nwho wou ld become a touchstone for a crusa ding career. The
boy approache dDr. Needle man and exp lain ed his amb it ion s, whi c h
we re large, eve nas the boy strugg led with words. Hewa sbr ight
and open; non etheles she had defi cit s that str uck Dr. Needle man
as sim ilar to those fou nd in chil dre nwith lea dpois oning.

"I thoug ht, how many of thes ekids who are coming to the
cli nic are in fact a mis s ed case of lea dpois oning? "he said in a
la ter int e rvie w. His cli nic offic e ov erlooke da school playg rou nd;
the vie w gave him an idea .

Docto rs had long known that expos ureto hig h doses of lea d
caus ed ment al la pses, eve n perman entbrain damag eand death.
Bu t what abou t the low-lev el expos urethat many chil dre n, like
the ones playi ng in the yard, abso r bed eve ry
day – merely by liv ing in olde rur ban neigh -
borhoods thi ck wit h le ad paint and indus -
tr ial con tamination?

No one knew. No one cou ld study the
ef fects carefully, becau se the availa ble tests
fo r le ad expos urewe re of hair, blood, or
finge rnails – each flaw ed in its own way.
Bo ne is the mos taccur ate long-ter mreposi-
to ry: Onc e ab s orbed into the body, lea d
ci r c ulat es in the blood and accumulat es in
the skele ton. But taking bon e samples –
biopsi es – is painf ul and hardly justifiable
fo r the sake of a hypot hesis , especi ally in
young chil dre n.

Ye t Dr. Needle man had seen an earli er
study of lea dpois oning, a sma l l on e, whi c h
mea s ure d accumulat e d le ad expos ure in
teeth. Teeth are a par t of the hum an skele -
ton. And young chil dre n sh ed them.

"That was the insig ht that change dev ery-
thing," said Dr. Benard Gol dst ein, for mer
dean of the Unive rsity of Pit tsb urgh’s grad -
uate school of pub lic health. "He r bbecame
the Tooth Fair y".

In a series of studies – sma l l on es in
Philadel phia and a much large r proje ct in
the Bos t on are a – Dr. Needle man offered
chil dre n ag ed 6 and 7 sm all rewards for
thei r loos eteeth , on ce they had fallen out.
Thos eteeth tol d a sto ry: Chil dre n livi ng in
poor urban neighborhoods had lea d leve ls

fiv e times hig her, on ave r age, than those of
thei r peers in the sub urbs.

In a landmark 1979 paper in The New Eng-
la n d Jo urnal of Medicin e, whi c h in clu ded
mo re than 2,000 chil dre n, he and his co-
au t hors – he was then at Harvard – exp lain ed
the associat e d cons equ enc esin dev ast ating
detail. Chil dre nwhos eaccumulat e dex pos ure
to lea dwa shighest in the group sco re dfo ur
poin t s lowe r on an I.Q. test than youngst e rs
whos eex pos urewa sat the lowe s tend .

Te ache rs rat e dthe hig h-expos urechil dre n
as hav ing a hos t of cla s sroom issues, in-
cluding att entio n deficit s and beh avio r prob -
le ms. A fo llow-up of the same chil dre n a
de ca dela ter fou nd a cor rela t ion bet ween
high lea dleve ls and rea ding delays .

"I t’s not like you can look at one kid and
spot a fou r-poin t differenc ein I.Q., and say,
‘O.K., we know lea dcaus ed this ,’" said Lin d a
Bi rnbau m, directo r of the Nation a l Institute
of Env ironm e n tal Health Scie n ces, in Dur-
ham ,N.C. "It’s a popula t ion effect; you hav e
to have a popula t ion of the rig ht kid s and
ask the rig ht que s tion s.That’s what Dr. Needle -
ma n did, and it has become a model" for
subs equ ent res earch.

In the deca dethat fol lowe d – and ove r
st renuou sopposit ion from the lea din du s try
– the finding sof Dr. Needle man and othe rs
sp urred stiffer reg ula t ion of lea din gas, tin

cans, paint, hou seh old pipes and othe r pro-
du cts. The federal health author ities now
consid er lea dat any leve l un safe for chil dre n.

The sto ry did not end the re, howeve r; it
ha d an impor tant poli tical coda, one that
it self set a tem p lat efo r co mme rcia l backlash
ag ain st res earch into pos sib le env ironm e n tal
hazards. The lea din du s try’s opposit ion cul-
minated in the lat e1980s in an att ack on Dr.
Ne e dle man’s res earch and charact e r. A pair
of psychologi sts approache dhim for his dat a
fr om the 1979 study, as par t of a cou rt case
in whi c h they were testifyi ng on beh a lfof a
le ad smelting company. The psychologi sts
proceeded to accus ehim of scie n tific mis -
conduct, an accusation taken up by the newly
fo rme dfe deral Offic e fo r Scie n tific Int egr ity.

In testim ony, Dr. Needle man acknowledge d
that he had made some mat hmist akes in his
analys is but that those errors were min or
and did not change the finding s. Inv estig a-
to rs eve n tually agreed and dism isse dall char-
ge s. Bu t not before the Unive rsity of Pit ts-
burgh, whe re he was then on the facul ty, con -
du cted its own inv estig a t ion and locke dhim
ou t of his own file s ,putting bars on his file
cabin ets. He was cle are d in that inv estig a-
tion as wel l.

"You hav eno idea what he went throu gh,"
said Dr. Philip Land r iga n, the dean for glo -
bal health at the Icahn School of Medicin e
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at Mou nt Sin a i in New Yor k. "He swung in
the win d fo r thos e ye ars, and he nev er
backe d down. I don’t use this word often,
but hero is appro priat ein Herb’s case."

He r ber tLeroy Needle man was bor non Dec.
13, 1927, in Philadel phia, one of two son s
of Jos eph and the for mer Son iaShup ak. His
fa the rsold fur niture; his mot he r, whose family
ow ned a pickle busin ess, ran the hous ehold .

He graduated from Muhle nberg Col lege
in Allentown, Pa., in 1948, and receiv ed a
me dicaldegree in 1952 from the Unive rsity
of Pennsylvania. After ser ving in the Army,
at For t Me ade, Md., he complet e dre sid e n-
cie s in bot h pediat rics and psychiat ry in
Philadel phia .

In the 1960s, while teaching at Tem p le Uni-
ve rsity, he became an activ e opponent of the
Vi etnam War. He went to jail at lea ston ce
fo r particip ating in a protest; andhe was
chair man of a group called the Com mitt e e
of Responsib i lity to Sav e War-Bu rne d and
War-Inju r ed Vie tnames eChil dre n, whi c h
brou ght inj ure d youngst e rs to the United
St ates for medical care.

"One of those chil dre n live d with us, at
ou rhous e," said his son, Joshua . "I was only
4 years old, but I rem ember".

Dr. Needle man’s first mar riage, to Shi rle y
We ins tei n, ende din div orc e. He is sur viv ed
by his wife of 54 years, the for mer Rober ta
Pizor; ason from his first mar riage, Samuel;

two chil dre nfr om his secon dmarriage, Josh -
ua and Sara Needle man Kli ne; as wel l as
seve n gr andchil dre n and three gre at-grand -
chil dre n.

In a 2005 int e rvie w, Dr. Needle man was
aske d whet her the att ack on his cre dib i lity
wa s meant to scare off other res earche rs
look ing into envi ron ment altoxi ns. "If this is
what hap pens to me, what is goi ng to hap pen
to someon e who doesn’t hav e tenure?" he
repli ed.

"I’m wor rie d that people who are trying
to get a niche and don’t hav e tenure are
aske d to do things they que s tion the ethics
of ", he con tin ued. "They are intim idated . It’s
a real force."
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