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Source 1: Unlabelled stimulants in soft drinks. Formaldehyde in meat and milk. Borax — the stuff used to kill ants! — 

used as a common food preservative. The American food industry was once a wild and dangerous place for the 

consumer. Deborah Blum's new book, The Poison Squad, is a true story about how Dr. Harvey Washington Wiley, 

named chief chemist of the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) in 1883, conducted a rather grisly experiment on 

human volunteers to help make food safer for consumers — and his work still echoes on today. 

Wiley was a determined activist for food safety regulations during a time when the food industry was organizing and 

adding substances to food without any oversight, using its might to put profits before people. But Wiley and his 

small band of chemists began methodically testing suspected harmful additives and revealing the effects of these 

dangerous compounds to the government and public. It was a long battle, but one that did make things better. 

Nevertheless, we still have debates today over what is safe for us to eat. 

With the rise of industrialized America in the late 19th century, many Americans were eating manufactured, grocery 

store-bought food. It was often horrifyingly fake, fraudulent and tainted by any and all chemicals people felt like 

putting in it. Milk is a great example of just how bad things could get. Dairymen seeking to stretch their profits would 

thin it with water – and not always clean water. At one point, there was a case in Indiana in which it was pond water. 

The family found worms wiggling in it. Once you had thinned the milk, you had to reconstitute it in all kinds of weird 

ways. People put chalk or plaster dust in it. They sometimes put in toxic dyes to make it more golden instead of 

greyish or bluish. And because it was prone to rot — this was before pasteurization and refrigeration — they would 

dump preservatives in it. The most popular one was formaldehyde, an embalming compound, which is not good for 

humans to ingest. You can actually go out and see newspaper headlines around the country during this period with 

"embalmed milk scandals." 

In this period where food makers are knowingly using very bad things. There is the example of arsenic, which was a 

green food dye also used to make the shellac that glosses up chocolate. But lead was used to color candies, and red 

lead was used in cheese. If people wanted to make a beautiful, orange cheddar cheese, they just dumped a little red 

lead in it. This is not people who didn't know it was bad, but there were things that made it permissible. There were 

no labels, and so there was no public pressure. It was just a pre-regulatory Wild West of food that permitted bad 

actors to do what they will, and so they did. It saved them a lot of money. You get this capitalistic feedback loop of 

people who were trying to make a living – and wanting to make more of a living. The consumer was both the guinea 

pig and the victim. 

Along comes Dr. Harvey Washington Wiley, chief chemist of the U.S. Department of Agriculture. Wiley was raised to 

think that what he did needed to be a higher calling. He would describe chemistry that way: Chemistry is the service 

of good. So this tiny group of chemists that he commanded at the USDA was it on food safety. He took up that cause. 

Wiley basically goes out and recruits other people at the USDA, especially young clerks, to volunteer to dine very 

dangerously. The idea of The Poison Squad was that these young men would get three free meals a day, seven days a 

week – all of them paid for by the U.S. government. They have to agree not to have snacks or eat outside of these 

free meals. These are super fancy meals cooked by a professional chef. All of the ingredients are amazing. The only 

catch is: You have to agree that half of you at any given period in this experiment are going to be given capsules that 

contain suspect food additives. And these did include formaldehyde, and the cleaning product Borax, and salicylic 

acid, which we know from aspirin. And the amazing thing is that there were people lining up to volunteer for this 

experiment. And you wonder, 'Is this crazy or what?' You are testing suspected toxic compounds on human 

volunteers. But he felt that was the only way he could deal with this. You had this rising tide of really dangerous food 

additives and there were no safety regulations. 'How do I make a case that perhaps this is not a good idea? I'll just 

test it on people.' And so he did. 

The food industry had been organizing itself to fight regulation. Wiley had been advocating and working with 

congressmen to get some kind of basic consumer protection. And these experiments caught national attention — 

they were front-page news, there were songs about them — and everyone was realizing that there is a lot of bad 

stuff in their food. There was an immediate pushback. Suddenly, congressmen are on the side of food business or 

getting offered more money. The food industry organizes to create a Food Manufacturers Association. They were 

phenomenally effective. They did a great job trying to damage Wiley's reputation publicly and deny what he was 

finding, and bullied and threatened congressmen to kill regulation every time it came up.  



The first food-safety law in the US was passed in 1906, two years after Wiley finished his Poison Squad experiments, 

outlawing some extremely dangerous compounds. We are still having fights about what's safe. The list of dyes that 

we have in food today is the exact list that Wiley approved, minus a couple that fell out when they became known to 

be more toxic. So we've both improved things, and not moved forward as much as Wiley would have liked.1 

Source 2: In Britain during the nineteenth century, much of the food consumed by the working-class family was 

adulterated by foreign substances, contaminated by chemicals, or befouled by animal and human excrement.  

The list of poisonous additives reads like the stock list of some mad and malevolent chemist: strychnine, cocculus 

inculus (both are hallucinogens) and copperas in rum and beer; sulphate of copper in pickles, bottled fruit, wine, and 

preserves; lead chromate in mustard and snuff; sulphate of iron in tea and beer; ferric ferrocynanide, lime sulphate, 

and turmeric in chinese tea; copper carbonate, lead sulphate, bisulphate of mercury, and Venetian lead in sugar 

confectionery and chocolate; lead in wine and cider; all were extensively used and were accumulative in effect, 

resulting, over a long period, in chronic gastritis, and, indeed, often fatal food poisoning. Red lead gave Gloucester 

cheese its 'healthy' red hue, flour and arrowroot a rich thickness to cream, and tea leaves were 'dried, dyed, and 

recycled again.' 

As late as 1877 the Local Government Board found that approximately a quarter of the milk it examined contained 

excessive water, or chalk, and ten per cent of all the butter, over eight per cent of the bread, and 50 per cent of the 

gin had copper in them to heighten the color. 

Even luxury items for the relatively well off were hardly any better. The London County Country Medical Officer 

discovered, for example, the following in samples of ice cream: cocci, bacilli, torulae, cotton fibre, lice, bed bugs, 

bug's legs, fleas, straw, human hair, and cat and dog hair. Such contaminated ice cream caused diphtheria, scarlet 

fever, diarrhoea, and enteric fever. "The Privy Council estimated in 1862 that one-fifth of butcher's meat in England 

and Wales came from animals which were 'considerably diseased' or had died of pleuro-pneumonia, and anthacid or 

anthracoid diseases.2 

Source 3: 1950s American adverts 

 
 

 

 

 

                                                           
1 Adpated from https://www.npr.org/sections/thesalt/2018/10/08/654066794/how-a-19th-century-chemist-took-on-the-food-
industry-with-a-grisly-experiment?t=1539788295666 
 
2 Adapted from http://www.victorianweb.org/science/health/health1.html 
 

https://www.npr.org/sections/thesalt/2018/10/08/654066794/how-a-19th-century-chemist-took-on-the-food-industry-with-a-grisly-experiment?t=1539788295666
https://www.npr.org/sections/thesalt/2018/10/08/654066794/how-a-19th-century-chemist-took-on-the-food-industry-with-a-grisly-experiment?t=1539788295666
http://www.victorianweb.org/science/health/health1.html


 

 

Questions:  Spend 5-10 minutes reading and planning:  Spend roughly 20 minutes on Question 1 and 30 minutes on 

Question 2. 

 

1. “It is completely irresponsible to say that food today is as dangerous as it was in the 19th century.” Using the 

sources given, to what extent do you agree with this view? (20 marks) 

 

2. “Wiley achieved change though grisly experiments on human volunteers. His intentions were noble but his 

 methods were unacceptable” Using the sources given, to what extent do you agree? (30 marks) 
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How Safe is Your Job? 

In terms of home entertainment in the late 19th century and into the 20th century, the piano was the 

focus. Part of it was prosperity. As people got more disposable income, they spent it on things such as 

pianos. Pianos were aspirational and the United States was an aspirational country. And the aspiration of 

a piano was toward culture. There were hundreds of piano makers: Steinway came to New York because 

there were hundreds of these people. Being in the piano business in the 19th century must have been a 

lot like being in the software business in the 1990s or the dot-com business a few years later. 

The peak of piano-making was in 1905 when 400,000 pianos were made. The party couldn’t last. At the 

beginning of the 20th century, piano makers were being assaulted almost from all sides. In particular the 

phonograph, the record player. The phonograph was invented by Edison in 1877, but it isn’t until 1915 

that it really starts to compete with the piano. Edison’s phonograph meant you could have music without 

tiresome lessons or hours of tedious practice. Music, which up until that point had to be generated by 

members of the family or friends, could now come into your home through a radio. You could get concert 

music in your home, and you didn’t have to take any piano lessons.  

In 1914, piano sales totaled $56 million. That was more than double the sales of phonographs. Now in 

1919, just five years later, sales of record players hit $158 million. Radio soon eclipsed that… By World 

War I, pianos were no longer an essential element of every living room. By 1933, two-thirds of American 

homes had at least one radio. The Depression was hard on piano companies… Steinway tried to make 

gliders during World War II, they became a defence subcontractor. But then after the war, they couldn’t 

use the wood that they still had on hand, because it had been there for too long in their lumber yard, so 

they ended up making coffins. Talk about a dying industry. Piano companies are making about 30,000 

pianos a year: it was 32,000 in 2013. That’s about 8% of peak production in 1905. 

So that’s terrible news, isn’t it? At least for all the people involved in the piano industry. Sure it’s terrible 

news. But wait a minute. What about all the people involved in the other industries that helped replace 

the piano? The musical recording and broadcasting industries, and all the composers and performers and 

arrangers who now had more reach because of the recording and broadcasting industries, to say nothing 

of the TV and film and internet industries that would follow. According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, 

more than 200,000 Americans today work in radio and TV broadcasting, another 300,000 in motion-

picture and sound recording, and nearly 100,000 in “electronic equipment repair and maintenance.” What 

about all the people who consume that radio and TV and film – aren’t they better off too than when the 

piano was the home entertainment centre? Sure they are. So let’s see: as technologies and tastes change, 



one kind of industry disappears, replaced by other kinds of industries – maybe with more jobs, but maybe 

with fewer jobs, where machines are doing the work that people used to do. Sound like anything we’re 

going through in this century? Welcome to capitalism, people — and, especially, the component of 

capitalism that a lot of people don’t like to think about: creative destruction. And how does that make 

you feel?1 

Questions:  Spend 5-10 minutes reading and planning:  Spend roughly 20 minutes on Question 1 and 

30 minutes on Question 2. 

1. “Technology creates more opportunities than it destroys.” Using the sources given, to what 

extent do you agree with this view? (20 marks) 

 

2. “C20th Americans loved technological change but they often hated the social, economic and 

cultural changes that came with it.” Using the sources given, to what extent do you agree? (30 marks) 

                                                           
1 Adapted from http://freakonomics.com/2015/01/29/how-safe-is-your-job-full-transcript/ 

America turns to TV in the 1950s 

The importance of television for the film industry during the 1950s cannot be overstated. The number of 

homes with TVs increased from 0.4 percent in 1948 to 55.7 percent in 1954 and to 83.2 percent four years 

later. It has been argued that television was the primary factor affecting the dramatic plunge in ticket sales, 

box-office receipts, and company profits in Hollywood between 1947 and 1957. However, the film 

industry's relationship with television in the fifties must be understood in the context of social and 

economic changes (suburbanization, changes in demographics, and consumer spending habits, changes in 

morals/sexuality, the invention of the teenager) and political tensions (McCarthyism and the Red Scare). 

The movies tried to adapt: the 1950s saw the first 3-D films and drive-in movie theatres. However, TV 

quickly became the leading advertising medium, with spending growing more than tenfold from $12.3 

million in 1949 to $128 million in 1951, and nearly another tenfold to $1 billion in 1955. In 1951, 

microwave transmitters enabled coast-to-coast broadcasts of live network programming, and in 1956 video 

recording made it possible to air pre-recorded commercials. By 1957, Americans were able to watch 450 

stations across the U.S. on 37 million TV sets; by 1960, nearly 90% of households had a TV. (Adapted 

from Thomas Gale, History of the American Cinema, 1990) 

Television creates a vast wasteland 

Even to its mildest critics, much of what was on the aptly nicknamed “chewing gum for the mind” was 

mindless junk. It was designed to sell products, it homogenized cultural tastes to the point of blandness, 

and it created feelings of inadequacy in some, who felt their real lives should compare with the insipidly 

happy characters they saw on shows like Leave It to Beaver. Federal Communications Commission (FCC) 

chairman Newton Minnow called it “a vast wasteland.” Nonetheless, it was a popular wasteland. And in 

1954, the Toledo, Ohio water commissioner reported that water consumption surged at certain times 

because so many people were simultaneously using their toilets during commercial breaks on the most 

popular shows. Television was blamed for teenage tearaways, poor diet, obesity, illiteracy, divorce, racial 

tensions, violence and crime, changes in gender norms as well as the supposed decline in respect for elders, 

sexual morals, religion, and family and community spirit. People became obsessed by television. (Adapted 

from Steve Wiegand, US History for Dummies 3rd ed, 2014) 
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