FOOD IN THE TWENTIETH CENTURY:

HOW SOCIETAL CHANGES DICTATED AMERICA’S FOOD

By Robin Shwedo


Gather a group of people together for a discussion, then stand back to listen; left to its own devises, the conversation will eventually drift to three broad topics: work, relationships, and/or food.  The first two may deal with a current job or relationship, or the current lack thereof, while discussions of food will invariably drift to what we’re planning for dinner or the wonderful dish we ate last night.  In the end, while we can get by without a relationship or job (albeit uncomfortably), we can’t get by without food for very long.

Yet food is so much more than a way to fuel the body; it is often used to nourish the soul and feed our relationships.  From celebrating the birth of a child (at baby showers; easy meals offered by neighbors with instructions for the new mom to “simply heat at 350 degrees for twenty minutes”) to honoring the dead (and showering love in a casserole dish to the family) and all points in between, food is as much a celebration of life itself as a way to sustain that life.

The Twentieth Century provided many ups and downs when it came to the ability for Americans to obtain food and how we ate: the Great Depression led to the difficulty of gathering enough food for one’s family unless one lived on a farm (one not adversely affected by the Dust Bowl), forcing many to in cities and towns to wait in food lines;  World War II led to rationing of such luxuries as sugar; the excesses of 1950s (for the middle class, anyway) with its meat-and-potatoes (and occasional green vegetable) dinner as the norm; the vegetarianism and health food trends with their roots in the 1960s; the new ways to explore a variety of foods via the Food Network in the 1990s.  Add to that mix the influx of immigrants from around the world, bringing their foods with them, and 
we see meals at the end of twentieth century America that are vastly different from those 
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on America’s tables at the beginning of the century.
1900 - 1909

THE NEW CENTURY
Most of us tend to hold cherished memories from our past, idealizing a simpler time, often reminiscing about the good old days.  The hard times were tolerable, the good times, great; no matter how poor the food might have been, in retrospect, we tend to look back at it as incomparable.  

Looking back to the beginning of the twentieth century, dubbed the American Century, the country was filled with “contagious optimism (1).”  This optimism “required heady meals (2),” which tended to be meat-filled.  Fancier restaurants served “elk, caribou, bear, moose and even elephant (3);” understandably, these were reserved more for wealthier diners.   
However, while much of the food was fancy enough to keep up with Americans’  optimism, there was still plenty of simple fare.  The favorite cereal at this time was as simple as it is nourishing: “While the twentieth century ushered in the age of the Ameri-can cereal flake, one hot breakfast dish remained the favorite in the land.  Oatmeal (4).”  This had been the case since colonial times; in fact, “Benjamin Franklin praised the therapeutic value of oatmeal gruel (5),” while “druggists were the primary oatmeal merchants, dispensing the grain as a good for invalids (6).”

Work tended to be divided by gender: while men tended to do heavy farming, manual labor, or held jobs in supervisory positions (including doctors, lawyers, foremen, 
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school principals), women’s work tended to be subservient or supporting roles (nurses,

teachers).  However, once women married, it was expected that they would remain home and keep the home fires going; this included preparing the family’s meals.  “Talent in the kitchen has long been considered an important quality in a woman, and the question, ‘But can she cook?’ has been a symbolic way not only of rating her domestic ability by also of putting her in her female ‘place’ (7).”

During this time, women were occasionally allowed to teach beyond high school, provided it was acceptable subjects.  Cornell University had women who “achieve(d) the rank of full professor between 1911 and 1960 (8);” unfortunately, they were relegated to home economics classes, including cooking.
New additions: This decade brought us Hershey’s chocolate bars (1900); expansion of A&P grocery stores (1901); Dole canned pineapple; Pepsi Cola; Kellogg boosts popularity of its corn flakes by adding sugar (1903); and first puffed cereal (Quaker, 1904).  Finally, the federal government enacted the Pure Food and Drug Act, as well as the Meat Inspection Act in 1906 (9). 
1910 – 1919:

WORLD WAR I


The first few years of the second decade (1910-1919) were similar to the first decade.  But following the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand in June, 1914, Emperor Franz Joseph of Austria-Hungary declared war on Serbia, effectively starting World War I; the war would last until November 11, 1918.
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While the war raged in Europe, it “revealed a shocking level of malnutrition in America (10).”  Nearly one-third of the men called-up for military service were deemed unfit for duty due to nutritional problems, including rickets, bad teeth, or were severely underweight (11).  The idea of “a weak defense and malnourished citizenry (12)” caused public health doctors, army officials, and home economists to fight for a better educated public in matters of nutrition (13).

New additions: During this decade, the first vitamin, vitamin B1, was discovered (1911), Oreos and Hellman’s mayonnaise (1912) were introduced on grocery shelves, the USDA establishes the National Extension Service, which employed home economists (1914) and printed its first guide (Food for Young Children, 1916), Piggly Wiggly opened the first self-service food store (1916) and the Food Administration conserved food for the war effort (1917) (14). 
1920 – 1929:

THE ROARING TWENTYS, THE CRASH FELT ‘ROUND THE WORLD

The 1920s has been frequently referred to as the Roaring Twenties and the Jazz Age.  The image of the decade “as a decade of prosperity and riotous living and of bootleggers and gangsters, flappers and hot jazz, flagpole sitters, and marathon dancers, is indelibly etched in the American psyche (15);” however, this is a misleading image.  (F. Scott Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby came out during the 1920s and helped promote the Jazz Age image.)  It was “a decade of deep cultural conflict (16),” with a modern, urban culture and a more traditional culture both vying for the public’s affections.  
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Prohibition started at midnight of January 16, 1920; it wasn’t long before prohi-

bition “produced bootleggers, speakeasies, moonshine, bathtub gin, and rum runners smuggling supplies of alcohol across state lines (17).” 

During this time, radios “were first introduced to many American homes through boxes of Quaker Oats.  In the early 1920s, the company gave away more than a million crystal radio sets designed to be mounted on top of empty Quaker Oats containers (18).”  At that time, there was only one radio station in the United States; within three years, “536 stations jammed the airwaves (19).”  However, it wasn’t until Christmas Eve, 1926, the first radio jingle aired, touting Wheaties cereal (20).


At the time, country kitchens would usually have massive black iron stoves and oak iceboxes, “insulated with cork and lined with tin (21).”  Also found in the large kitchens would be a “wide porcelain sink with two drain boards (22),” and, if the woman of the house was lucky, a pump “to bring cold water directly to the sink (23).”  These updates helped women with food storage, meal preparation, and clean-up. 

During the post-World War I decade, nutritionists and “the rapidly expanding food industry (24)” worked to educate the public about health, nutrition, and malnutri-tion.  Food advertisers promoted the vitamin content of their foods; “well-baby clinics and pure milk movements sprang up throughout the country (25).”

For all the progress made during the 1920s in the realm of food, food preparation and technology assisted by food (radios), as well as “talkies” replacing silent movies,  Prohibition and the image of “prosperity and riotous living” of the Roaring Twenties, Americans found themselves unprepared for the stock market crash in 1929.


   New additions: “Charles Birdseye deep-freezes food (1920)”, White Castle 
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hamburger chain opens (1921), Welsh’s grape jelly (1923), “Betty Crocker” created by 
General Mills (1926), Peter Pan Peanut Butter (1928), Velveeta (1928) (26).
1930 – 1939

STRUGGLING THROUGH THE DEPRESSION


If the 1920s were defined by Prohibition and the Jazz Age, the 1930s were defined by the Great Depression.  At its lowest point in 1933, “25 percent of all workers and 37 percent of all nonfarm workers were completely out of work (27).”  Many lost their homes and farms as others starved.

At the start of the 1930s, cotton and wheat farmers watched as exports decreased and prices fell.  “Between 1929 and 1932 the average price for wheat fell from $1.03 to 38 cents per bushel (28);” other crops’ prices fell in similar fashion.      
As if the Great Depression wasn’t bad enough, the U.S. found its crops decimated by what became known as the Dust Bowl.  This ecological destruction was caused in part by farmers planting the same crops on the same land without rotating the crops, destroy-ing the soil’s nutrients.   

During this time, many volunteer agencies discussed ways to get free meals to large groups of people, particularly children.  Meanwhile, the federal government became involved with free school lunch programs.  This solved two problems at once: hot lunches would protect children from malnutrition, while “Americaniz(ing) immigrant families by teaching children the values of science and health (29).”
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Another program born of the Great Depression was the food stamp program; it replaced an earlier direct food-distribution program, which gave recipients little or no choice what items they would receive (30).


By the late 1920s, talkies had replaced the silent movies; while some actors and actresses were able to remain employed, others were not.  

In 1932, “St. Louis-based Gardner Agency lost its…account for Hot Ralston to Batten, Barton, Durstine & Osborn, Inc in New York (31),” but Gardner assigned Charles Claggett and Margaret O’Reilly to lure Hot Ralston back.  “Claggett and O’Reilly interviewed school children and discovered that the most popular hero among 7- to 12-year-olds was Tom Mix, ‘the King of the Silent Film Cowboys’ (32).”  
By this time, Mix was broke, having run through all his money and unable to find work.  The advent of talkies had effectively killed his movie acting career: his “high, squeaky Oklahoma drawl (33)” was perfect for silent movies.  He agreed to be Hot Ralston’s pitchman for five years, but because of his popularity, “Tom Mix rode onto the breakfast table and stayed there for seventeen years (34),” beginning in 1933…not bad for a broke “has-been” with a squeaky drawl.
New additions: Vitamins are synthesized in the lab; Wonder Bread sells the first automatically sliced bread (1930); New Deal legislation, Great Depression reform and relief (1933-1940); Howard Johnsons franchised restaurants begin (1935); Kraft Macaroni and Cheese Dinner; Spam; McDonald brothers open first drive-in (1935) (35).
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1940 – 1949

THE SECOND WORLD WAR


“The American economy had yet to fully recover from the Depression when the United States was pulled into World War II (36).”  With the start of the war, rhetoric changed: “concern for family that marked the Depression years was replaced by a call to enlist  (37).”  Cooking in the kitchen now became a patriotic duty, with mother as the “captain of the kitchen (38),” guarding the family’s health and strength.

Jane Shroads was born in 1931 in Dobbs Ferry, New York; her brother, Dave, was three years old when Ms. Shroads arrived. 


“Every family in our neighborhood had a victory garden during the war,” she reminisced recently while talking by phone from her home in Pennsylvania.  “We felt it was our patriotic duty to have the garden.”  What each family grew for themselves freed up that much food for “the boys” fighting oversees.  “We had tomatoes, green beans, lettuce, all sorts of vegetables.”   

One afternoon, shortly after getting her driver’s license, Ms. Shroads went to borrow her father’s late model car to go out.  She no longer remembers where she was headed; she does, however, remember accidently throwing the car into drive rather than reverse and plowing through the victory garden.  


“Vegetables were flying everywhere.”  She finally managed to bring the car to a stop, with the help of a tree on the far side of the garden.  “Dad didn’t let me forget about that for the longest time.  Totally ruined the zucchini and tomatoes.”


The other food memory she relayed from the war years was going to her grand- 
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mother’s house for Sunday family dinner.  “Dave and I had a favorite rooster, Big Boy.”  One week, they were unable to find Big Boy.  While sitting at the dinner table, her brother asked where the beloved rooster was.  “Grandma pointed to the platter of steaming chicken and said, ‘There he is.’  Dave and I immediately lost our appetites (39).”
Newly added:  National Victory Garden Program launched; Recommended Daily Allowances (RDA) published (1941); food price controls and food rationing during World War II (1942-1946); National School Lunch Act requires school lunches to be nutritionally balanced; Maxwell House instant coffee (1946) (40).
1950 – 1969

SUBURBIA: THE LAND OF PLENTY

A DECADE OF CHAOS


If World War II dominated the 1940s, a feeling of well-being and financial security—at least for the middle-class—dominated the 1950s.   Life—and food—was changing faster than anyone could have imagines.

While Father Knows Best, Leave It To Beaver, and Ozzy And Harriett showed America what we were to look and act like, new spins on common foods were rapidly sprouting on shelves.  Meat-and-potatoes were the meal of the day, along with white bread.  One could buy frozen orange juice and canned tomato juice; for some reason, consumers weren’t as accepting of canned orange juice and frozen tomato juice (41).  

A warm November 1951 helped create an American classic.  After a warmer- 
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than-usual Thanksgiving, Swanson was left with 10 railcars filled with unsold turkeys; consumers had decided to fix something lighter for the warm holiday.  When Swanson’s Gerry Thomas met a package salesman who had designed a metal tray for airline meals, something clicked.  By 1954, with their recipe perfected, Swanson’s TV dinners had found its way onto America’s dining room tables (42).  

The 1960s were as different from the 1950s as the ‘50s had been from the ‘40s.  

Rebelliousness was not only against the Ozzy And Harriet social mores to chants of “sex, drugs, and rock-and-roll”, but against even the food: vegetarianism, whole grains, health food, and granola took the eating habits of the younger generation by storm.  “While this ‘countercuisine’ is still associated with mass-mediated stereotypes of forlorn hippies scratching away in weedy communal gardens(43),” it has become much more acceptable; in fact, vegetarianism, whole grains, health food, and granola can be found on almost every grocery shelf in the U.S. 
1970 – 1999

While the last thirty years of the twentieth century flew by, foods changed seemingly on a daily basis: What appears to be candy bars on the grocery store shelves may be considered nutritional; milk, cheese, and meat now all come with different fat content or even be a vegetarian substitute; boxes of macaroni and cheese may very well be made with and labeled “organic.”

Of course, we can’t forget the changes brought about by cable television and the 
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internet: we can now watch our favorite cook whipping up a great—or questionable—meal on the Food Network on cable TV, then pull up the recipes on the internet faster than you can think, “Beam me up, Scotty, I’ve got a meal to cook!” 
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