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Given Missoula’s rising status as an international 
hub for documentary filmmaking and 
screening, it is no surprise that our 
community will host the very first public 

screening of Living Downstream, a visually elegant, 
feature-length documentary starring world-renowned 
ecologist and author Sandra Steingraber. Mamalode had 
the privilege of viewing an early cut of the film and talking 
to Dr. Sandra Steingraber about the project.

The movie, based upon a book of the same title 
published in 1997, which earned extensive praise from 
international media, takes the audience on a public 
and private journey through a pivotal year in the life of 
Steingraber and her unstinting efforts to break the silence 
about environmental links with cancer.

Diagnosed with bladder cancer at the age of twenty, 
Steingraber attempts to answer the question “why me?” 
that so many cancer patients ask themselves. While she 
had no shortage of cancer in her family, she was adopted, 
throwing a wrench in the cycle of family genetics. Thus, 
in Living Downstream, we take a breathtaking flight up a 
river, through her hometown in Illinois and across North 
America on a quest to uncover environmental factors  
that may have contributed to her illness.

The film, as Steingraber describes it, is “hopeful, funny, 
ennobling and does things that books can’t.” In one of 
many captivating scenes in the film, she takes a camera 
crew into her annual cancer check-up, allowing the viewer 
to witness a cystoscopic exam of the bladder in real 
time. While Steingraber admits that she was determined 
to carry this off and pull back the curtain of silence 
surrounding urological exams, she didn’t expect to also 
demystify, and actually find humor in the experience  
as a viewer. 

Looking back on the scene in the “procedure room,” 
where she methodically removes her clothing and puts 

on a backless cotton gown and gray socks amidst posters 
of male genitalia in various forms of disease and distress, 
Steingraber is struck by the amusing juxtaposition of her 
cancer exam and penises. 

Steingraber praises the Toronto-based People’s Picture 
Company (PPC), which she worked with for two years, 
and particularly, the film’s director Chanda Chevannes. 
In describing her unique kinship with Chevannes, she 
explains how “the film, like the book, lays out a scientific 
argument while also functioning as a love story. Even 
more amazing,” Steingraber continues, “the camera’s 
eye notices little details in the landscape that I would 
notice—in one scene, the camera lingers on a pair of 
shoes, then a swinging chain. These are just the sort of 
things I notice when I walk through the world. It’s as 
though the camera is me.”

There once was a village overlooking 
a beautiful river. 

The people who lived there were very 
kind. 

These residents, according to parable, 
began noticing increasing numbers 
of drowning people caught in the 
river’s swift current and so went to 
work devising ever more elaborate 
technologies to resuscitate them. 

So preoccupied were these heroic 
villagers with rescue and treatment 
that they never thought to look 
upstream to see who was pushing the 
victims in.

Living Downstream is a walk up that 
river. The river of human cancer.

living downstream-  
a walk up the river of human cancer

by dori gilels
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bits & pieces  |  pursue While cameras are rolling, Steingraber learns, quite 
unexpectedly after 29 years of diligent monitoring, 
that the results of her cystoscopic analysis are 
abnormal. Unsure about exactly what this means, she 
acknowledges with resolve that “ambiguity and the 
need for eternal vigilance and bouts of watchful waiting 
are a signature part of the world of a cancer survivor.” 
She has not yet informed her kids—ages 11 and 8. She 
explains that her “mother’s need to protect them bumps 
up against [her] writer’s need to disclose and reveal.” 

Living Downstream honors and recalls the historic and 
groundbreaking work of Rachel Carson, a biologist 
who in 1962 published Silent Spring, begging further 
examination of the connection between pesticides and 
public health. Carson died of breast cancer in 1964 at 
the age of 56. Like Rachel Carson, Steingraber upholds 
our right to know about the environmental causes of 
cancer—and insists that we have a duty to inquire. 

Beyond promotion of the film and a second edition to 
the book Living Downstream due out in April, which 
includes new scientific evidence, Steingraber and 
People’s Picture Company will develop an interactive 
web site to help viewers think about their role in cancer 
prevention, underscoring a shared and deeply held 
commitment to inspire change through this film. The site 
will have something for everyone including a weekly 
essay by Steingraber, scientific data and research, action 
resources, community links and a calendar of events.

Steingraber says that the film deepened her 
appreciation for the subtle beauty of the central Illinois 
landscape and emboldened her in her writing. For the 
rest of us, Living Downstream is every bit about our 
own communities and the urgent need to save lives by 
taking carcinogens out of our air, food and water. •

WANT to see  
the film?
In honor of its 15th anniversary, 
Missoula-based Women’s 
Voices for the Earth,  a national 
environmental health organization, 
will bring Dr. Sandra Steingraber 
to the Wilma for a one-night only 
showing of Living Downstream 
on  Friday, March 5th at 7 p.m. The 
event will feature a question and 
answer session with Steingraber 
after the film. Guests will also 
have the opportunity to meet the 
acclaimed author at a special VIP 
reception before the event. For 
more information about the film 
and to purchase tickets visit
www.womenandenvironment.org 
or call (406) 543-3747.

Chiropractic care for children is different from that for adults. Tailored to their 
age and weight, their adjustments often require no more pressure than you’d 
use to test the ripeness of a tomato. 

Chiropractic care can help: colic, bed wetting, frequent colds, ear  
infections, stomach aches, headaches, sinus problems, backaches, and 
other illnesses. Call 541-9355 to schedule your child’s chiropractic exam.

Healthier 
Children

Chiropractic care  
can produce
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Our atmosphere, approach and experience 
help ensure your children don’t just go to 
the dentist, they actually enjoy it.

Little patients. 
Dr. TiedeDr. Foster


