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hecause so much of the advice went unheeded. Much as with cooking,
one learned from family or from vague cultural traditions.®® And
culinary writers may indulge in elaborate “food fantastes” intended at
most for very special occasions, such as the recipe for quail with
lingonberty sauce that is reptroduced above. One may similarly wonder
how often guests wete regaled with the potted pigeons described earlier.

On the other hand, unlike child-rearing, cooking is a relatively short-
term process producing tangible results that can be tested and judged
the same day. As Amy Bentley’s article elsewhere in this issue suggests,
if almost nobody used recipes for adult dishes containing commercial
baby food, the manufacturers presumably stopped publishing such
recipes in any quantity. Although almost anyone alive today can testify
that people still make and eat Rice Krispies Treats, histotians of the
future would be justified in reaching the same conclusion from the
continued teproduction of this simple recipe. Even if the Baptist
brethren did not eat from the Baptist sistets’ cookbook on an everyday
basis, one can well imagine church suppers and Sunday dinners with
the fare described. And although cookbooks produced by processors
and manufacturers to push certain products ate probably a very poor
guide to actual practice—unlike the simpler charitable and even
commercial cookbooks—they are essential sources for the history of
food marketing.

I hope that the Maureen Hathaway Culinaty Archive will help
scholars address the kinds of issues this article has raised about the
impact of cooking and cookbooks on gender, ethnicity, nutrition, class,
and taste. Cleatly, cookbooks ate not just collections of recipes, and the
teasons why they were written, as well as the recipes that were included
and the ingredients that were chosen, can help researchers learn a great
deal about our culture and ourselves.

Frank Boles is the Director of the Clarke Historical Library at Central
Michigan University.

8 Jay B. Mechling, “Advice to Histotlans on Advice to Mothess,” Joarnal of Social
History 9 (1975): 44-63.

‘Booming Baby Food: Infant Food and Feeding
in Post-Wotld War IT America

by
Amy Bentley

In 1949 New York Times food writer Jane Nickerson devoted most
of her regular column, “News of Food,” to discussing the new Getber
recipe booklet, Special Diet Recipes, fearuring Gerber-based recipes for
adult invalids. Nickerson, her usual staid tone spiked with a modicum of
excitement, noted apptovingly that the booklet offered readers the
choice of fourteen different luncheon ot supper dishes: “I'his guarantees
against boredom on the part of the patient who must follow a
prescribed regimen for a long time.” She suggested further that “if the
patient can come to the table, some of the prescribed dishes might be
setved to the rest of the family, too. And many of the foods ate so
appetizing there is little chance of those who ate well offering any
objections. In fact, some of the beverages would meet with great
enthusiasm from the youngsters duting warm weather.” Nickerson’s
column concluded with a recipe for “Apricot Refresher”: “one egg
white, two tablespoons orange juice, and one can of Getbet’s apricots
with farina or apricot applesauce. Combine ingredients in a jar with a
tight-fitting top. Shake the jar until the ingredients are thoroughly mixed,
but not foamy. Pour over cracked ice and serve. Yield: one medium-
sized serving.”!

Like other food writers of her day, Nickerson was taken by the
novelty and convenience of industdally processed foods and
unapologetically promoted their use. She and other food writets in the
late 1940s were willing pasticipants in Getbet’s efforts to increase baby-
food sales. Not satisfied with its soaring profits and already steady
growth, and ttoubled by reports (wildly inaccurate as it would tutn out)
that birthrates would decline over the next decade, Gerbert, as well as
Beech-Nut, sought to expand matket share by promoting baby food as

I would like to thank Brett Gary, Warten Belasco, David Macleod, and the two
anonymous reviewers for their helpfil comments and suggestions. Thanks also to Jon
Deutsch for his research assistance.
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efficient and convenient for all ages? Getber ran ads aimed at getting
senior citizens and “invalids” needing soft-textuted foods to try its
products. Beech-Nut’s cookbook, Family Fare from Baby Foods: 100 Beech-
Nut Recipes for the Entire Family, included such recipes as “Puree Mongole”
{tequiring two jars of strained peas, tomato paste, bouillon cubes, cream,
cutty powder, and sherry) and “Ham and Spinach Soufflé” (one jar junior
spinach, ground ham, eggs, flour, and seasonings). When this approach
failed to catch on, however, baby-food makets returned to focusing their
efforts on selling food for the ever increasing numbers of infants in the
postwar baby-boom years.?

Getber need not have worried about declining birthrates and
sales. The United States had emetged from World War II a
superpower with its economy thriving, signaling the atrival of what
Time publisher Henry Luce deemed the Ametican Century. After a
decade and a half of upheaval wrought by the Great Depression and
World War 11, millions of new families now felt confident enough to
bear and raise childten, resulting in the remarkable birthrates that
reached their apex in the 1950s and remained high through the early
1960s. As manufacturers returned to domestic production of durable
goods, and advertisers promoted the modern household items they
insisted every family must have, Ameticans unleashed their pent-up
consumer desires. There was so much to buy, and in contrast to the
past decade and a half, so much money to spend. In fact, consumption
secemed to become an end in itself. This postwar era, known for
fostering and lionizing the “purchaser as citizen,” enabled
Americans, as Lizabeth Cohen explains, to “simultaneously fulfill
petsonal desire and civic obligation by consuming.” Consuming food

2 Millzxd 8. Purdy, “Baby Food Battle: Packers Gird for Fight as Dip in Birth Curve
Steps Up Competition,” Wall Street Jouraad, June 23, 1949, 1,

3 It is Interesting that although the use of baby food for adults never caught on
in the United States, in Japan adults and the sick consume it in some quantity. Baby
food does seem to have some underground popularity among teenage gitls, and every
so often an article appears touting the vittues of baby food for adults. See Clementine
Paddleford, “Watch Big Business Cook Baby’s Dinner,” New York Herald Tribune, May
i, 1952; Carole Sugarman, “Gaga over Baby Food,” Washingten Post, April 27, 1988;
Teresa Harris, “6 Creative Ways to Use Baby Food,” Bafy Ta/k 69 [August 2004): 71.
Gerbet and other manufacturers published numerous cookbooks, mostly focusing
on recipes for toddlers. One, Reapes for Toddlers (Fremont, Mich.: Gerber Products
Company, 1956), includes a section devoted to recipes designed for both mothers
and toddlers.

4 Lizabeth Cohen, 4 Comsmmrers’ Republic The Politics of Mass Comsupaption in Postwar

America (New York: Knopf, 2003), 119.
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was a central part of this, of course, especially given the flood of new
“value added” industrially produced products, which included dozens of
new vatietes of baby food.S

The postwar era offered great possibilities for the Gerber Products
Company and other baby-food manufacturers, who (eventually) realized
that their business was now a growth industry. As birthrates rose,
commercial baby-food production expanded to keep up with demand.
Furthet, to producers’ obvicus delight, mothers were feeding infants
solids at eatlier and earlier ages (a shatp intensification of a trend that
began atound the turn of the twenteth centuty), thus increasing the
length of time during which families purchased jarred baby food.

Indeed, in the space of a few decades (from the late-nineteenth to
the mid-twentieth centuries) mainstream advice regarding infant feeding,
and also to a great extent practice, changed from near-exclusive
consumption of breast milk (whether from the mother or from a wet
nurse) and the introduction of solids later in the infant’s first year, to
bottle-feeding and the introduction of solids at six-weeks postpartum.
Although  mothers and health professionals alike welcomed
commetcially mass-produced baby food as a convenient, affordable way
to provide more fruits and vegetables year-round for American babies,
the creation and marketing of Gerber baby food, which from its
inception dominated the U.S. market, helped spur the introduction of
solid foods into babies’ diets at eatlier and eatliet ages. The post-World
War H baby boom was the apex of this phenomenon. Industrial baby
food thus functioned not only as a supplement to, but also as a
substitute for, breast milk, playing an important role in the dramatic
decline of breastfeeding in the twentieth century.$

® For an in-depth look at postwar “package cuisine,” see Laura Shapiro, Sometbing
Jrom the Oven: Reinventing Dinner in 19505 America (New York: Viking, 2004,

6 A thorough historical examination of the subject is important, as late-twentieth-
century studies show that before the age of four months an infant’s gastrointestinal
system, s ill-equipped to receive anything but breast milk or its equivalent (although
there is much debate over the adequacy of formula substitutes). Introducing solids too
catly can put undue stress on kidney function. Replacing breast milk with food (sclid
food as well as formula) limits the ingestion of important antibodies, enzymes,
hormones, and other substances thap assist in 2 child’s optimal development.
Moreover, studies show that children who ate breastfed deveiop fewer bactetial and
viral illnesses, food allergies, incidences of diarthea, ear infections, and perhaps even
cancerts. Thus prevailing wisdom at the turn of the twenty-first century is that women
should breastfeed their infants until they aze twelve months old—with the American
Academy of Pediatrics advocating that children be nursed until they are two years old
if possible—and that solid food should be introducedt when habies are fout to six
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Thanks to the inherent convenience of commercial baby food, as
well as its widespread availability, persistent marketing campaigns, and
a strategic alliance with pediatricians and child-care experts, by the
post-Wortld War II era baby food (first mass-produced in 1928)
became a fully “paturalized” food product. Commerscially produced
baby food was no longer a novelty but a necessity, even a requitement,
accotding to conventional wisdom, for “properly” raised and
nourished children. Indeed, there was something “civilized” about
baby food—not only Getbetr baby food, which held a majority of
matket share, but Beech-Nut, Libby, Clapp’s, and Heinz brands as
well. Furthermore, duting this cold-war era that read patriotism into
ptivate as well as public acts, to feed one’s child baby food signified an
adoption of modern, pethaps even “American” values, including
progress, efficiency, capitalism, industrialization, and reliance on
scientific, expert opinion. And the eatlier one’s baby got solid food the
better that baby would be; after all, the experts said that introducing
new foods was a nutritional, as well as an educational, experience for
baby. Although some health professionals opposed the practice of
beginning solid food just weeks, sometimes days, after birth, for most
patents in postwar America the mainstream sentiment was to use
commercial baby food. Their only questions concerned how early,
which foods fitst, and in what quantities.

The shifts from breast to bottle-feeding and from delayed to eatly
introduction of solids were interrelated; both resulted from social and
economic developments of the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuties: industrialization, mass production of and advertising about
the food supply, changing consumption patterns, the discovery and
promotion of vitamins, evolving notions of the body and health, the
promotion of science as the uldmate authority, and the medicalization of
childbirth and infancy, which gave the medical establishment increased
prominence and powetr. Rima Apple,. Jacqueline Wolf, Penny Van
Estetik, and others have skillfully researched and analyzed the shift from
breastfeeding to bottle-feeding in the United States and elsewhere.” It is

months old. See Elizabeth Cohen, “New Two-Year Breast-Feeding Guideline Irks Busy
NYC Moms,” New Yoré Post October 1, 1998, 29; Lewis A. Barness, ed., Pediafric
Nutrition Handbook, 3d ed. (Flk Grove Village, IIL: Ametican Academy of Pediatties
1993). See also Michael C. Latham, “Breast Feeding Reduces Motbidity,” British E&.&w
Jowmal, May 15, 1999, 1303-4; idem, “Breastfeeding—A Human Rights Issue?”
International Journal of Children’s Rights 5, no. 4 (1997): 397417,

. 7 Some of the scholatship on the shift from breastfeeding to bottle-feeding
includes: Rima D. Apple, Mothers and Medizine: A Sedal History of Infant Feeding, 1890-1950
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important to briefly revisit this work, as well as to look at eatly-
wentieth century notions of child care and infant feeding, as they
contain obvious implications for the trend toward feeding infants solids
in the post-World War IT United States.

As early-twentieth-century Ameticans tutned increasingly to science
as the ultimate authotity in many areas, including matters of health and
the human life cycle, one effect was the increased stature, whether partly
self-generated or not, of the medical community.8 Doctors supplanted
midwives in delivering babies, who now entered the world more often in
hospitals than at home. As safer alternatives to breast milk became
available, rates of breastfeeding declined (though they would still remain
relatively high throughout the 1930s when compared to the numbets
just two decades later) and medical authotities gained greater conttrol
over infant feeding, partially by devising complicated “percentage”
formulas only they could administer as breast-milk teplacements. Rima
Apple calls this the “medicalization of infant care.”™

Further, during the 1920s the idea spread that expetts should be
specialists. Pediatricians, just consolidating their bold on the care of
infants and children, buile their profession by focusing on the proper
feeding of infants. Mothers too began to see themselves as specialists—
domestic managers of a sort— but most of all as women who needed to
educate themselves about the propet way to raise children. Relying on

(Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1987); Richard A, Meckel, “Save #he Baties”:
American Public Health Refarm and the Prevention of Infant Mortalify, T £50-1920 (Baltimore:
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1990); Jacqueline H. Wolf, Don’t Kil{ Yonr Baby: Public
Fealth and the Decline of Breastfoeding in the Nineteenth and Twentioth Centuries (Columbus:
Ohio State University Press, 2001); Penny Van Esterik, Beyond the Breast-Bottle
Controversy (New Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers University Press, 1989); Valere A. Fildes,
Breasts, Bottles, and Babies: A History of Infant Feeding {Edinburgh, UK. Edinburgh
University Press, 1986); Janet L. Golden, A Social History of Wet Nursing in America:
From Breast to Bottle (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1996); Patricia Smart-
Macadam and Kathetine A. Dettwyler, eds., Breastfieding: Biocuttural Perspectives (New
York: Aldine de Gruyter, 1995); Marilyn Yalom, A History of the Breast New York:
Alfred A. Knopf, 1997); Meredith F. Small, Owr Babies, Omrselves: How Bivlogy and
Cuiture Shape the Way We Parent New York: Anchor Books, 1998); and Linda M. Blum,
Ar the Breast: Tdeologies of Breastfoeding and Motherhood in the Contemporary United Sitates

- (Boston: Beacon Ptess, 1999).

8 Chatles E. Rosenberg, No Other Gods: Op Scienee and American Sacial Thought
{Baldmore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1997); Susan Reverby and David Rosner,
eds., Heaith Cars in America: Essays in Social History (Philadelphia: Temple University
Press, 1979).

® Apple, Mothers arnd Mediciné 152. See also Yalom, Histery of the Breast, 123-24; Blum,
A# the Breast, 20-22; Wolf, Don’s Kill Your Baby, 25. ’
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“instinct” and an older generation’s (dubious) advice felt old-fashioned.
The modern mother sought out advice books, attended child-study
meetings, and believed that science would reveal the best methods for
raising her baby.10

In this period the authoritative voices of L. Emmet Holt and John
B. Watson reigned supreme when it came to child-care advice. Both
Holt and Watson were products of theit time, an era that fretted about
the strains of the modern world that could lead to “softness” and
“netvousness,” and create a “decaying race” that would be unable to
progress. Both men were deeply influenced by the world of science
with its “rigorous” testing and search for the truth. In addition, they
wete impressed by technological advancements such as “Taylorism” in
industry, and they speculated about how these advances might be
applied to humans’ lives. Holt’s Care and Feeding of Infants, for example,
focused on the many “don’ts” of parenting, resulting in a rigid, even
cold approach to this relationship: obsetve strict feeding schedules, do
not reward a baby’s ctying by picking it up, begin vigilant toilet-
training at three months of age. The Children’s Bureau, which was an
agency of the federal government, published its own pamphlet, Tnfunt
Care, from 1914 though mid-century. Tt bortowed heavily from Holt
and dispensed similar ideas about infant feeding to hundreds of
thousands of women all over the country.!i

As David Macleod explains, a central component of these
scientific, behaviorist child-rearing theoties included “a broad project
to set children apart and shelter them from overstimulation.” Doctors,
fearing the infant diarrhea and other digestive ailments that frequently
led to poor health and even death, regarded milk as a complete food
sufficient for infants’ needs, and beyond that ptescribed a severely
restricted diet. “Babies were to be fed separately, on a schedule, then
left to sleep for long hours apart,” notes Macleod.!? This approach, he
observes, had the cffect of “curbling] precocity [and] prolonging
babyhood.”t*  This era of infant-feeding advice helped to
simultaneously “prolong babyhood” and elevate milk to an almost
untouchable status as the petfect food for both infants and children.

0 Ann Hulbert, Raising America: Experts, Parents, and a Centwry of Advice abont Children
(New York: Knopf, 2003), 19-40, 63-93.

1 Thid., 97-121.

2 David I. Macleod, The Age of the Child: Children in America, 1890-1920 (New York:
Twayne, 1998), 37.

12 Thid., 36.
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By the 1920s infant-feeding advice and practice had begun to
change noticeably, not only in the increasing use of milk-based
formulas but also in the larger role fruits and vegetables began to have
in an infant’s diec.™ Scientists in the 1910s-1920s had determined that
vitamins existed not only in meat, grains, and dairy products—fioods
that had always been considered vital to noutishment and growth—
but also in fruits and vegetables, of which many were suspicious and
others felt were harmless at best.!> As early as the 1920s home
economists and dietitians began to introduce the notion of vitamins to
Ameticans, advising them not only to consume more fruits and
vegetables themselves, but also to feed more such foods to their
children.’é Soon experts began to advocate the eatly introduction of
orange juice {for vitamin C) and cod-liver oil {containing vitamins A
and D) to infants. Solids, specifically egg yolks and cereal, were
recommended at five to six months of age {still late by mid-twentieth-
century standards as we shall see, but eatlier than previously
recommended). !’

Grass-roots evidence—what and how women were actually feeding
theit babies in the eatly decades of the twentieth century—indicates that
many women were following the advice of both their doctors and child-
care manuals, and waiting until their infants were six months or older to
introduce solid food. A 1933 Cornell University study, for example,

4 Ibid., 38.

15 Rima D. Apple, VVitamania: Vitamins in American Cuftnre New Brunswick, N.J.:
Ratgers University Press, 1996); Harvey A. Levenstein, Revolution af the Table: The
Transformation of the American Diet (New York: Oxford University Press, 1988), 86-97.

16 Elizabeth Condit and Jessie A. Long, How #o Cook and Why (New York:
Harper Brothers, 1914); Carotta C. Greer, Foods and Home Making (Boston: Allyn
and Bacon, 1928).

17 Nancy Lee Seger, “A Study of Infant Feeding Practices as Used with Cornell’s 45
‘Practice House' Babies from 1920-1944” (master’s thesis, Cornell University, 1945),
115-17. Jay Mechling rightly views with skepticism any demonstrable connection
between prescriptive materials and acmal practice. Arguing that people gain most of
their notdons of “correct” child rearing from their parents as well as the larger culture in
which they wete raised, he regards any instruction through child-care manuals as at most
supplemental. While we can use these sources for what they do best—to uncover
“expert” discoutses regarding infant food and feeding practices—it is still possible to
tease out some information regarding hotw, what, and when mothers fed their infants.
See Jay E. Mechling, “Advice to Historians on Advice to Mothers,” Joarmal of Social
History 9 (Fall 1975): 44-55. Moreover, as David Macleod concludes, educated urban
women were more likely to adhere to the child-care manual’s advice about infant mmn&nm
than to follow its advice on other agpects of child care, such as mnomnﬁvﬁm excessive”
contact with one’s infant. See Macleod, Age of the Child, 54.

e



70 Michigan Historical Review

revealed that the average age at which solids were introduced included:
cereal at 7.5 months, vegetables at 9.4 months, fruit at 8.1 months, eggs
at 10 months, meat at 11.6 months, and fish at 12.1 months.1#

Many women, however, patticulatly rural and urban working-class
immigrants, fed their babies solid food (either roughly mashed ot
prechewed by themselves) much earlier than doctors advocated.
Moreovet, these women also delayed weaning their children longer
than doctors favored, often waiting until they were eighteen-months
old ot older. The combination of extended breastfeeding (which buile
up immunities and also avoided milk or bottle contamination) and
extra nutrition from solid food in many cases meant that these
children were healthier than their higher class, native-born
counterparts.!® Still, while some rural and immigrant mothers fed their
infants solids at an ecarly age, in the early twentieth century the
consensus of the educated middle class was still not to rush their
introduction, especially fruits and vegetables.

By the late 1930s, though, mainstream advice and practice were
changing in large part because of the rapid growth and saccess of

industrially processed baby food. As part of the canned goods

industry, which in general expetienced solid growth even during the
Depression, Gerber did extremely well.? When the Fremont Canning
Company (which soon became the Gerber Products Company) began
to mass-produce pureed baby food in the late 1920s, it quickly struck a
chord with consumers, mothers, and health ptrofessionals.
Commercially canned baby food provided mass quantities of teady-to-
eat strained fruits and vegetables to a public primed to accept them:
canned goods were becoming affordable and were familiar to more
Ameticans, advertising was hitting its stride, fruits and vegetables were
more commonly recommended for infants, and doctors and health
professionals wete becoming more and more involved in (and in
control of) infants’ health and their everyday care. Despite its
competitors’ quick development of their own mass-produced strained
baby foods, Getber dominated the baby-food market from the

18 Rachel Sanders Bizel, “A Study of Infant Feeding Practices as Found by a Sutvey
of 702 New York State Babies” (PhD diss., Cornell University, 1933), 137, 160.

1% Macleod, Age of the Child, 35-37. .

20 “Food Industries Buy,” Business Week, December 15, 1934, 14, 16; History of the
Fremont Canning Conspany and Gerber Products Comgpany, 1901-1984 (Fremont, Mich.: Gerber
Products Company, 1986). Histery of the Frement Canning Company is located in the Gerber
archives, which ate closed to the public.
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beginning.2! In 1930 Gerber produced 842,000 cans of baby food, but
by 1931 that numbet had risen to 1,311,500; one yeat later Getber
manufactured 2,259,818 cans of baby food. 2

Convenience was the main reason why Getber baby food and its
competitors’ products attained populatity so quickly in the 1930s. As
patents became convinced that solid foods were important to {older)
infants’ health and well-being, the time-consuming tasks of mashing and
straining fruits, vegetables, and meat products by hand added extra wotk
and inconvenience to a mother’s already significant domestic workload.
Moteover, mass-produced baby food was not the only new convenience
that significantly altered child rearing. Commercial diaper services,
clectrified homes, washing machines, refrigerators, and other
technological innovatons altered women’s work in general and child
care in particular.??

Child-rearing philosophies were changing as well New, more
relaxed approaches to raising children, which supplanted the early
twentieth century’s rigid behaviotist method, helped to set the stage for
the early feeding of solids. By the late 1930s the Holt/Watson approach
began to lose its luster. As women gradually became more and more
frustrated over mixing elaborate formulas, maintaining strict feeding
schedules, and stecling themselves to keep from picking up and
comforting their crying infants, they became more vocal and demanded
that their doctors provide more individualized, less rigid child-rearing
directions.?* 'To mothers’ great relief, the 1946 publication of Dr.
Benjamin Spock’s The Common Sense Book of Baby and Child Care ushered
in an “era of common sense,” electrifying parents and health
professionals all over the country.? As one historian relates, “millions of
middle-class parents in the late 1940s and 1950s . . . fell head over heels

?1 Stephen S. Nisbet, Contribntion io Humean Nutrition: Gerber Produats since 1928 (New
York: Newcomen Society, 1954), 15.

22 History of the Fremont Canning Company. {Sce 0. 22. Information supplied by Shers
Hartis, Gerber archivist. Notes in authot’s possession.)

23 For more on technology in the domestic sphere, see Susan Strasser, Nezer Dose:
A History of American Housewsrle New York: Pantheon, 1982); Ruth Schwartz Cowan,
More Work for Mother: The Trontes of Howsehold Technoiagy from the Open Hearth ta the Nizroware
{(New York: Basic Bools, 1983).

24 Hulbett, Raiving Amerisa, 199. Of course, there were always wommen who were
never aware of these tecommendations ot deliberately rejected them.

25 Benjamin Spock, The Commoz Sense Book of Baby and Child Care New York: Duell,
Sloane, and Peatce, 1946). -
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for their Dr. $2 Less permissive in natute than it was later
charactetized, Baby and Childi Cards central focus was institling
confidence into patents whose sense of competence had been
undermined. In his calm, reassuring voice, Spock gently admonished
parents to follow their own instincts instead of trying to adhete to rigid
tules and schedules. The book fostered not only a “listen to yourself”
philosophy but also a “listen to your child” approach: if your baby needs
some attention, give it, and if she seems hungry, feed her instead of
waiting the scheduled two ot four hours. “Tet your child tell you when
he’s hungty, not the dock,” became known as “self demand” infant
feeding—the unfortunate name that sounded as if patents were required
to cater to 2 spoiled child’s every whim.27 :

Contributing to the popularity of this new “self demand”
approach was another medical doctor, this time a wotnan. Clara Davis
(one of the first female physicians to graduate from the University of
Michigan) conducted experiments from the late 1920s through the
1930s to see whether infants could determine for themselves what they
needed for optimal health. Tn the first experiment in 1928 (the same
year Getber started manufacturing baby food) three seven to-nine-
months-old breastfed infants were abruptly weaned, and within 2

hospital setting placed on a schedule where they were offered three

meals a day. At each meal a nurse would place in front of each infant
several bowls holding portions of single foods, prepared without
seasoning and in both cooked and uncooked forms. Babies could then
feed themselves with a spoon or their fingers, ot in as emoticnally
neutral a manner as possible, to avoid hints of approval or disapproval,
the nurse could offer a baby only those foods it expressed Interest in,
and continue to offer spoonfuls until the infant’s attention wandered.
As Davis reported it, all kinds of pute, wholesome foods were

2 Hulbert, Rascng America, 226.

# Ibid., 225-55. Nancy Pottishman Weiss, however, sees more similarity between
Watson and Spock. Weiss atgues that both authors create anxieties for rmothers
(although in different ways); present a privatized world of child reating beholden to
experts; are devoid of any larger, political notions of family and obligaton to
community; and, finally, put excessive pressure on women to be constantly on call and
rear children Iatgely without help. This counsel is contrary to the pre-Watson advice
matuals, which regarded not only children’s needs but also the needs of women apart
from their childten. Weiss, “Mother, the Invention of Necessity: Dr. Benjamin
Spock’s Baby and Child Care,” in Growing Up in Amevica: Children in Historical

Perspective, ed. Ray N, Hiner and Joseph M. Hawes {(Urbana: Univetsity of Illinois
Press, 1985), 283-303,
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represented—"“cereals, meat, seafood, bone matrow, eggs, milk, fruits,
vegetables, and salt.”? Not included were mixed and seasoned .moommu
sugar, and foods containing sugar (though for many commenting on
Davis’s expetiments this crucial fact was quickly mononono..

The result, Davis declared, was that if offered a variety of foods
an infant would choose a healthy, balanced diet. Physiologicaily, the
Davis infants fared as well as or better than infants outside the study.
Davis repeated the self-selection experiment several times mﬁnbm.ﬁ_un
1930s, mostly with older children, and always in a controlled setting,
In one such experiment, children in a hospital ward éwﬁm.éoéom to
choose their daily foods from a cart containing items in sepatate
dishes (this time including fruic desserts such as cherry pie). ./.%E:w
came to be known as the “cafeteria-style” feeding approach claimed
to have the same results: children ate willingly, stopped when they
were full, were well-nourished, and left little food on their plates.
Davis was careful to note that this kind of feeding could not easily be
replicated in private homes and that excluding mixed foods, seasoned
foods, and rich desserts did not teplicate the “real world.”? In
addition, Davis herself was ambivalent about the term “self
selection.” She worried that it might seem as if she were taking “all
control of the children’s diet out of [mother’s] hands and wmmin@ it
wholly to the mercies of childish whims.”3? Despite Umﬁmwm.nmﬁﬂoa
and clatrifications, her experiments helped knock the rigid fixed-
schedule approach to feeding off its pedestal and promote more
telaxed, child-centered philosophies of on-demand feeding. Leave
infants to their own devices, Davis concluded, and they will nr@owo
foods in the proper propoztions their bodies need.”! Davis’s findings

28 Clara M, Davis, “Self Selection of Diet by Newly Weaned Infants,” Awerican
of Diseases of Children 36 (October 1928): 651-67.

?&QMM .Mmmmr :mow\m\m&mnaob %m Food by Childten,” Awmerican Jonrnal of Nursing 35 @.F%
1935): 403-10. Other important experiments include: idem, :mﬂs&m.m 5 the m&m\m.&mnﬂob
of Diet by Young Children,” Jemmal of the American Dental AE.&Q% 21 (April Gm&..
636-40; idem, “The Self-Selection of Diet Experiment: Its Significance for Feeding in
the Home,” Ohip State Medical Journal 34 (August 1938): 862-68; idem, .:an&a of the
Self-Selection of Diets by Young Children,” Canadiar’ Medical Association H@%E 41
(September 1939): 257-61. See alsc idem, “Can Babies Choose their Foods” Parends
Magazine 5 Janary 1930): 22-23.

30 Davis, “Self-Selection of Diet Experiment,” 866. . .

31 To explain how this could be possible, Davis argued that an wBbmS automatic
mechanism’” directed infants to choose the foods they need, a claim that over the
ensuing decades would be hotly debated, mistepresented hy both the popular press m..mn_
the academic community, and eventually dismissed by most members of the medical

T
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meshed neatly with the Spockian postwar American approach to child
nurture, and continued to receive favorable attention,

In light of these factors it is perhaps not surprising that in the post-
Wotld War II years there occutred a furthet, mote dramatic acceleration
of feeding solids to infants at ever eatlier ages. As previously mentioned,
before this period, the age at which solids werte introduced into infant
teeding had been steadily dropping. But by the mid-1950s, the age at
which infants were commonly first fed solids plummeted from five to
six months to four to six weeks, with some doctors advocating mormm
mere days after bitth.

Industrial production and marketing account for much of this change,
for the now-ubiquitous baby foods made the feeding of solids to infants
convenient and easy and also made parents feel “modern.” Commercially
processed baby food signified reliable, scientifically determined nutrition.
Parents breathed easier knowing that Gerber—or Heinz, Beech-Nur,
Libby, or Clapp’s--provided vitamins essential for optimal health. As one
mother stated, “T give the baby food companies a lot of credit for the
proper nuttition of babies. Because there is such a large variety to
choose from, it is easy to give the baby a well balanced diet.”*2

Baby food was indeed a big business in the postwar years.
Producers, who had experienced quite tespectable growth duting the.
Depression and World War II, saw their production and profits tise
dramatically after the watr. Between 1949 and 1951 demand for baby
food tripled.® By 1952 it was a $200 million a year business.® To
captute and build on such demand companies rapidly expanded their
product lines. For example, Getber quickly added dozens of different
kinds of wvegetables, fruits, cercals, meats, juices, and soups,
manufacturing forty-two vatieties of canned baby food. Producers were
also broadening the ways in which they promoted and marketed their
products. As part of a direct-mail promotion, Beech-Nut gave away four
million jars of baby food in one year. Soon it was common practice for

community. It is a notion, however, that has maintained a following. In tetrospect, the
expetiments themselves ate remarkable attifacts. The fact that scientists would attempt
to find out whether infants could or should determine what and how much to eat, even
within strictly drawn parameters, is a telling byproduct of American abundance in the
twentieth century and notions of individualism as applied to infants.

32 Lloyd E. Harris and James C. M. Chan, “Infant Feeding Practices,” .Amerizan
Jotirnel of Diseases of Children 117 (April 1969): 491,

¥ “Histoty of Beech-Nut,” 3, history folderBeech-Nut, Beech-Nut archives,
Ogm_ormﬁo Public Library, Canajoharie, N.Y.

34 Paddleford, “Watch Big Business Cook.”
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all new mothers to receive a congratulatoty letter when they gave birth,
along with coupons for free baby food. Baby-food makers employed
dieticians to tell health professionals and mothers about how infants
could benefit from eating solid food.?

As the voice of authotity, doctors were espedially targeted by baby-
food sales representatives. Most firms sent free samples of these foods
in the hope that doctors would hand the samples to new mothets; they
also gave pediatricians promotional gadgets such as automatic pencils
and notepads. “There’s no doubt that if we can get a doctor to hand a
new mother a certain brand of baby food as a sample, we've just about
got her as a permanent customer,” remarked one salesman to a Wal
Street Jonrnal veporter. “One time I spent a morning in a town doing
nothing but personally contacting pediatricians and head nurses in
hospitals and geiting them to give mothers our samples. We raised our
sales from third to first place,” remarked another sales executive.?

Although it is difficult to find reliable statistics about the actual use
of commercial baby food, corporations and journalists commonly cited
statistics indicating that an overwhelming number of parents used
commercially prepated baby food at least in some quantity. Fot example,
in 1947 a Gerber company survey indicated that 69 percent of the
nation’s families with babies used prepared baby cereals, 56 percent used
strained foods, and 30 petcent used junior foods’” In 1958 the
Children’s Bureau received information from General Electric indicating
that an estimated 90 percent of mothets fed theit infants commercial
baby food,38

Nonetheless, many families did not feed their children commercially
produced baby food. Some, including those in the rural South who
traditionally raised their own produce, found no need to spend money
on commercial baby food (ot perhaps had no surplus funds). Others,
including Adelle Davis and other early advocates in the “health food
movement,” had health, safety, or moral objections to relying on mass-
produced baby food. But thete is little doubt that the majotity of
Ametican families in the postwar era used commercial baby food in

3 “History of Beech-Nut.”
3 Purdy, “Baby Food Battle.”
37 “4177.000,000 in Baby Food: Gerber Products Co. Head Sees Amount Spent in
Coming Year,” New York Times, July 5, 1947.
3 §. E. Cartain to Martha M. Elliotr, March 26, 1958, file 4-8-1-2-4, Prepared
Infants Food, Central Files, 1958-1962, Children’s Buteau, RG-102, Zmﬁ.ub& Archives,
College Park, Md.
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some form at least occasionally. In 1948 baby food was the most
commonly purchased processed item in ten large American cities.
Nearly twice as many cans or jars of baby cereals and fruits, vegetables,
m.D& meats wete sold as the next nearest competitor, evaporated milk
(itself widely used for bottle-feeding infants).3
The expansion of baby-food products altered the landscape of
grocery stores. Manufacturers supplied grocers with statistics showing that
(women) customers who purchased baby food spent the most dollars
pet visit and bought more expensive items as well. % Sales tepresentatives
Mum»,mgmnn_ grocers to devote entire “departments” to baby food. To assist
in their development, sales reps provided blueprints, photographs
_umbwﬁamu and other promotional matesials, and even offered to set up the
sections themselves and rotate the products. Whereas in the 1920s and
catly 1930s most jarred baby food was purchased in phatmacies by the
Gm.Om it became common in the average grocety store to oDnOGHEmH an
entire aisle replete with jar upon jar of multiple kinds of baby food
made by several different manufacturers.4! u
Similatly, baby food print advertising reflected, or contributed to,
the now-common postwar practice of introducing solids an average of
four to six weeks after birth. A 1950 series of Gerber ads in women’s
and parenting magazines featared small infants posed lying on
crumpled satin, seemingly too small to even sit up, head rotated
toward the camera. One ad featured a close-up shot of an infant tying
stretched out in its mother’s arms, being spoon-fed baby moo,m. Ad
copy highlighted “tiny” babies ready to try solids. Several Gerber ads
reminded mothers that “many doctors introduce strained meat [or
alternatively, fruit] as soon as cereal.”® In fact, all sotts of needs could
be met through baby food. A 1954 series of Beech-Nut ads promised
that its good-tasting foods allowed baby to thive emotionally as well
as nutritionally.+
.Hu.HoHd the end of World War II through the 1950s, doctors,
nutritionists, patents, and the popular press observed with interest and
some amazement as the average age of introducing solid food

3 Marian Manners, “Baby Foods Lead Tinned Food Sales.” /
Match 6. 1o oo es,” Los Angeles Times,

40 Pamphlet, Beech-Nut archives.

4 “Beech-Nut Glassed Foods,” Moderm Packaging (Jan 1951
Beech-Nut archives, s (uasy ) mamed folder

# For example, see a Gerber ad in Baby Tadk (January 1955).
# Found in a Beech-Nut scrapbook, Beech-Nut archives.
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plummeted. Doctors especially commented on the trend: “The
question of when to add solid food to the baby’s diet has been a
controversial subject for many years,” wrote the Mayo Clinic
pediatrician C. Anderson Aldrich and his wife Mary Aldrich in the
1954 edition of theit best-selling child-cate manual, Babies Are Human
Beings. “In the early days, milk and pap were considered a suitable diet
for young children until the second or third year. Nowadays it has
become a tace between physicians and nutritionists to see who dares
to feed vegetables and solid food the carliest. The race is over aow
because vegetables have already been fed in the first month. We can
now relax and see what it is all about.”#

Eatly introduction of solids had become part of mainstream
American parenting practices. Although in 1951 alternative fatritionist
Adelle Davis wortied about infants being “stuffed to the gills with
canned baby foods . . . given too early, o long, and too generously,”*
by 1963 the pediatrician Simon Levin observed that within “the past ten
years . . . cereals and other foods have been given ever earlier, in fact
shortly after birth, although more commonly . . . between one to two
months of age” Levin, a South-African doctor who wrote several
scholatly atticles and a book on infant feeding, added that this was the
case “especially in the United States, where such practices are not only
common, but are probably the rule.”4

For many doctots, particularly pediatricians, there was a sense that
things were spinning out of control; early feeding of solid food was
occutting without any real knowledge, understanding, or scientific
justification. To get an accurate assessment of the situation, in 1954
researchers conducted a nationwide survey of more than two thousand
family doctors and pediatricians. The survey revealed that 66 percent of
doctors advised mothets to start their infants on solids fefore the age of
two months; by three months 90 percent had recommended solids. Four
to six weeks of age seemed to be the generally agreed upon age for fitst
solids. “The sampling,” researchers concluded, “is sufficiently large to

44 Q. Anderson Aldrich and Matry M. Aldrich, Babies Are Fluman Beings: Awn
Interprotation of Growrh (New York: Macmillan, 1954), 71-72, 75.

45 Adelle Davis, Let's Have Healthy Children (New York: Harcourt, Brace, 1951), 176.

46 Simon S. Levin, < Philosophy of Infant Feeding (Springfield, IlL: Charles C. Thomas,
1963), 101. See also idem, “Solid Food for Babies,” South African N/__Ammﬁ.ﬁx Journal 33
(Febsuary 1959): 149-53; idem, “Infant Feeding as a Faith,” Awmerizen Joimial of Diseases of
Children 102 {September 1961): 380-88; idem, “New Infant Feeding Bottes,” South
Afsican Medical Journal 41 (May 1967): 508-10; idem, “A Basis for Infant Feeding,” South
African Medical Jonrnal 42 (July 1968): 698-702. -
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permit one to assume that this is the current practice among American
pediatticians in general.” The survey also revealed, not sutprisingly, a
generational split among doctors regarding early feeding of solids:
older doctors, who received their training when delayed feeding of
solids was de rigueur, were less likely to advocate the feeding of solids
befote three or four months, while the majority of younger doctors
indicated they prescribed solids between one and two months of age.
Thus, while most young doctors regarded early feeding of solids with
approval or indifference, doctors of an older generation felt uneasy
about the practice.V

Walter W. Sackett, Jr., espoused what was perhaps the most
extreme vexsion of eatly infant feeding, Sackett, a Miami pediatrician

“and one-time chairman of the Public Policy Commission of the

American Academy of General Practice, claimed to have started more
than seven hundred newborns on solids without ill effects while they
wete still in the hospital. Sackett published his methods and results in a
handful of medical-journal articles, and in full detail in his 1962 book,
Bringing Up Babies: A Family Doctor’s Practical Approach to Child Care.$s
The book outlined in specific detail how 2 mother could go about
duplicating his method of feeding, which began just houts after birth.
Built on the premise that infant formulas and milk, including breast
milk, were inherently inadequate and must be compensated for by
supplements, Sackett argued that instead of giving baby droplets of

7 One doctor commented: “To one who has lived through the changing aspects of
infant feeding over the past 30 years it is clear that the “swing of the pendulum’ has been
steadily toward earlier introduction of solid food. Tn the 1920s it was a bit dating to
begir: these additions by the 6th month, Gradually the time has been moved up month
by month until today a similat ‘dating’ motivates the prescribing of solid food for the 2
or 3 week old infant” Allan M. Butler and Irving J. Wolman, “Trends in the Early
Feeding of Supplementary Foods to Infants: An Anzlysis and Discussion of Current
Practices in the U.5. Based on a Nationwide Sutvey,” Quartersy Review of Pediatrics 9 (May
1954): 73, For similar smudies and results, see Rosciyn' Payne Epps and Madeleine P.
Jolley, “Unsupervised Barly Feeding of Solids o Infarts,” Medica! Annals of the Dhistrict of
Columbia 32 (December 1963): 493-95; Virginia A, Beal, “On the Acceptance of Solid
Foods, and other Food Patterns, of Tnfants and Childten,” Pediuries 20 (September
1957): 448-56; Harris and Chan, “Infant Feeding Practices,” 483-92,

* Walter W. Sackett, Jr., Bringing Up Babies: .4 Family Doctor’s Prastical Approach o
Child Care (New York: Harper & Row, 1962), See also idem, “Results of Three Years’
Experience with a New Concept of Baby Feeding,” Sowthern Medival Journal 46 (April
1933): 358-62; idem, “Use of Solid Foods in Barly Infancy,” GP 14 (September 1956);
98-102; idem “A New Approach to Infant Feeding: The Use of Solid Foods and Three
Meals a Day from Birth,” Seuthern Medical Journai 50 (March 1957): 340-42; “Solid Foods
Advocated for 9-Week Babies,” Los .Angeles Tines, September 10, 1956, 26.
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synthetic vitamins and minerals, why oot just start baby on solid food?¥
“At 2-3 days, ceteal is given to babies undet my care at nin?w noon and at
twelve midnight . . . the handiest time for nurses in the hospital to get out
on the floot and teach mothers how to give this cereal. Don’t be mc.bwnwm&
to see Baby eating his first cereal with gusto and a surptising dexterity.”
Sackett recommended adding vegetables to babies’ diets at ten days,
and strained meats at fourteen daysS! At seventeen days Sackett
prescribed soup and meat combinations, “such as lamb and tice, or beef
and vegetables.”> At three weeks, fruit juice, and at five weeks eggs.
When it came to fruits, custards, and puddings, Sackett urged
“procrastination”—waiting until six to eight weeks—on the grounds
that the sweet flavor often interfered with babies eating their vegetables
ot cereal. Finally, “at nine weeks, bacon and eggs, just like Dad!” After
three months, Sackett declared babies teady for unstrained foods, and at
five months they could be offered adult foods mashed up with a fork.
Commercially canned baby food was vital to mmmwﬁmm wg.f and he
peppeted his book with references to it. “You might occasionally try
commetcially prepared strained egg yolks and bacon,” the doctor
advised, “a tasty blend of egg yolks with a small amount of bacon that
babies seem to enjoy so much.”3 .
Although Sackett was on the estreme- end of z.,;m nm&u?.mmmmﬁm
phenomenon, his case is instructive. A practicing physician at University
Hospital in Miami, whose book was widely available, w.ﬁ had a core
group of followers. It is also instructive that Sackett, as did Oﬁrﬂ health
professionals, specifically looked to commerdially prepared @ow& baby
food as a major nutrition source for newborns. Most doctors did not
follow Sackett and recommend solids for infants so young, but they
were indeed prescribing them eatlier than ever. The result was for most
hoomer babies an infancy with only the btiefest dependence on liquid
nourishment alone. Assessing the situation histotically, Levin obsetved:
“Infant feeding practices during the last score of years EEw altered the
whole concept of weaning. The traditional emphasis on the

# Current medical opinion supports the adequacy of breast milk through six
months of age.

50 Sackett, Bringing Up Babies, 55. . ) .

51 “There is something different or pew about meat, either in mewﬁm ot qu.w
Sackett offered, “that sometimes prompts an infant to push meat from his ﬁ.doc.mu ﬁ;&p
his tongue. . . . Possibly newer meat preparations, tastier and of 2 finer consistency, will
solve this minor problem for us.” Ibid., 60-61. s

52 “Now,” Sackert noted, “baby is eating regular litrle meals.” Ibid., 61.

53 Thid., 63, 64, .
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termination of weaning is of little importance; weaning has left the
world of the incisors and molars; gone is the very background of
breast milk; so blurred is it that even cow’s milk has mingled with
breast mifk to form a hazy fabric on which is highlighted the use of
fruits, other foods, and cereals.”s+

Although a majotity of doctors recommended—ot at least did not
actively discourage—early addition of solids, many hinted that the
mothers were the catalyst for their doing so. In 2 1954 survey 59 percent
of doctors reported they had encountered “insistence from mothers for
the eatly addidon of supplemental foods.”s While some doctors insisted
they still had the final say in the matter, many deemed the push for early
introduction of solid food to be the result of intense competition among
mothers. Some noted that mothers were simply bypassing doctors
altogether and taking the initiative themselves.8 And this was probably
true. Mothers, it appeared, were taking matters into their own hands and
starting their infants on solids without consulting their pediatricians o
family doctors. One Washington, D.C., clinic noted that the majority of
one-month-old babies seen for the first time at the clinic had already
been fed solids.5” When asked about the issue, one mother replied: “Start
baby on cereals, etc,, at the age they want, not what someone else
thinks.”5% Although it is difficult to say whether more women (as’
compared with eatlier genetations) were acting independently of their
physicians when it came to solids, during this period some doctors
secmed surprised and concerned by the practice,

Some physicians viewed early feeding of solids as a repudiation, on
the patt of both physicians and mothers, of the rigid prewar infant-
feeding philosophies and an acceptance of “demand” and “self
selection” theories. Another blamed the fact that nearly all infants were
now formula fed.® Many pointed to the belief that solids allowed baby
(and thus mother) a better night’s sleep. Overall, however, there was
little question in the doctors’ minds that competition drove mothers’
insistent demand for early solids.® One pediatrician noted, “There is 2

54 Levin, Philosaphy of Infunt Feeding, 102.

% Buter and Woltnan, “Trends in the Harly Feeding of Supplementary Foeds to
Infants,” 65.

5 Ibid., 69. -

*7 Hpps and Jolley, “Unsupervised Barly Feeding of Solids to Infants,” 493.

58 Harris and Chan, “Infant Feeding,” 491.

% Butler and Wolman, “Irends in the Easly Feeding of Supplementary Foods to
Tnfants,” 76, 79.

% Epps and Jolley, “Unsupervised Barly Feeding of Selids to Tnfants,” 495.
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desire in every young mother for her infant to progress H\%E.@. ... 5She
is proud if he cuts a tooth eatlier than the baby next door, if he walks
eatlier, if he talks eatlier, and if he can ecat three square meals fit for a
longshoteman everyday, with all the 57 different 4&3.2. of food.”’®
Perhaps mothets were competitive, but vr%mﬁ.mwm were too.
Doctors wete clearly divided over eatly feeding of solids, mﬂ& several
doctors against the practice accused their nozwmmdm.m of .mmb@wﬂﬁm to the
patient: “T'oo early feeding of supplemental foods is being mmﬁmwn_ _u.w.mo
many doctors as a ‘stunt’ or patient-getting device: If the pediatrician
does not cater to these desires, the mother begins to wonder whether he
is up to date, and there is nothing more damaging to the careet of a
young pediatrician in these days than being considered a bit old

fashioned, he must follow the current with the rest of the fish whether it

makes sense or not.”’¢2

Prominent pediatrician Milton Senn understood # as a symptorm of
the culture at large: “The psychology behind streamlined infant feeding
is not only unphysiologic, but since it seems to be part owm the general
cultural trend to speed up everything, it may be evidence of a

athologic[al] trend in our society.”?
’ HHEWM% an competition, which seemed qualitatively &mmﬂn.bm from
carlier eras, was in part a product of cold-war anxieties and
competitions, as well as the general circumstances of .ﬁwomm Mum.vu?vooa
vears. The conditions of post-World War II American mwnﬁﬁ|90
cold war with its arms buildup and the race to get a man into space,
the so-called golden age of the American economy, the rise of mzvﬁhg
and the interstate highway system, and a generous QH mﬁ mﬁmb.ﬂ.ﬁm
veterans’ postsecondaty education—combined with rapidly rising
birthrates to cteate an age of increasing anxiety. While Peter Steatns
documents a distinct parental anxiety evident since the Gwomu. he
tegards the baby-boom years of the 1950s PD&. .Gmom. as especially
fraught. Larger numbers of children, fewer mmBEwm with WOﬁmnwOE
help, isolation in “child intensive” suburbs, a growing cotporatism In
the wotkforce, the decline of good manufacturing jobs, and growing
numbers of college-bound teens all led to a “competitive frenzy.”
Combined with the new emphasis on building children’s self-esteemn,

61 Butler and Wolman, “Trends in the Eatly Feeding of Supplementary Foods to
Infants,” 74-75. , T

62 Thid. @

43 Thid., 84-85.
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these changes all contributed to rising levels of patental anxiety.5* Early
feeding of solids meant that mothers could stop worrying, even if only
in 2 small way. Mashed green peas, bright-orange carrots, and protein-
rich strained meats packed in little glass jars seemed a concrete, visual
confirmation of good nutrition, especially when compared with
monochromatic liquid formula. “Perhaps the principal advantage of the
early use of solid food,” Levin surmised, “is the demonstration to the
mother that het baby is not a frail and fragile creature. Seeing their
babies eat well, mothets arc happy and confident,”65

Although opinions vatied over early introduction of solid food,
given the lack of hard evidence either for or against the practice, a
majority of doctors agreed with the findings of the 1958 Ametican
Academy of Pediatrics Committee on Nuttition: while the practice of
Introducing solids during the first weeks of life might not help infants
any, it probably did not hurt them eithet.® Furthermore, many doctors
believed that even if not physiologically necessaty, solid food could
serve an educational and cultural function. The committee in its report
wondered, however, whose nceds the early introduction of solids
fulfilled— infants’ or adults’.§7

Although many mothers began to feed their infants solids
without consulting their pediatricians, and doctors blamed this on
the mothers’ competitiveness, most of them recognized that the ease
of obtaining jarred baby food had created this situation. Time and
time again those commenting on early solids retutned to the
widespread production and availability of commercial baby food: If
“the pediatrician plays a somewhat passive role in patterning infant
feeding, whose is the active role?” wondered one doctor. “Would
mothers initiate practices that increase the burden of purchasing and
preparing food, serving it, and washing dishes, bib, face, and clothes?
Would fathers, who must pay the extra cost? Ot is it the food
processors who, like the early Hawaijan missionary, started out to do

& Peter N. Steatns, Anxdons Parents: A Hisiory of Modern Childrearing in America New
York: New York University Press, 2003), 103. For more on the issue of parental
anxietles over child rearing, see Elaine Tyler May, Homenard Bosnd: American Famifios in
the Cokd War Erg (New Yotk: Basic Books, 1988).

85 Levin, Philosoply of Infant Feeding, 139,

% American Academy of Pediattics Committee on Nuttition, “Report on the
Feeding of Solid Foods to Infants,” Pediazrics 21 (April 1958): 691-92.,

57 “Consideration should be given to the possibility that it is the adults responsible

fot administering the solid food who are emotionally satisfied rather than the baby.”
Ihid,, 691.
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good but ended by doing well?” Another physician of the eatly 1950s
complained that a fad, not science, was driving wﬁmbmo” x.ODn omHBm.#
avoid the suspicion that the practice of eary introduction om.morm
foods, especially ceteals, into the infant’s diet is m.nnma&n of a desire to
do something novel and to employ products éw;nr.rmﬁ been made
readily available, rather than to translate any considerable body of
scientific information concerning the usefulness of ma.wm._ohsmaﬁ
feeding into practice.” A critic of the rush to feed m.ormm Eﬁﬁom
commercial interests: “Another factor [in early introduction of solids|
is the ease with which prepared baby foods may be O_Uﬂabm.&w and the
amount of money that their vendors have spent on advertising. I do
not like the present tendency of introducing a large Ds.muvah of new
foods into the diet at an eatly age (before 4 months). This is not at all
necessary for the proper nutrition of the infant—it simply happens to
be the fashion. [However] I would certainly not want to go back to the
way I fed babies 35 yeats ago, when cereal was not added until the
eighth month, and vegetables not until the first part of the second year
or later,”’6% . o
Throughout this postwar petiod, assumptions m_uﬂcﬁ Qﬂbw.mﬁop
progress, and modernity were embedded in discussions Om. infant
feeding. Advice-givers, doctors, mothers, mn&‘mezmmnE.wnnm pointed to
the “civilized” nature of an infant’s consumption of mo.wmm. Aftex all, it
was implied, there was something backward, even %mﬁmm.ﬁnm&v about
breastfeeding one’s infant in Ba-gaﬁamﬁwtnmnﬁsa\ America; exposed
breasts and suckling children elicited too much &mnoBm.uﬁ and were
too reminiscent of the dark-skinned women from developing countries
displayed in full color in the pages of 2&.&%3\ Qme%w%@?% .:H.unomnm
breastfeeding and care of the baby is essentially a primitive activity . ..
far removed from modetn practices,” Levin observed.”® In other
words, our modern, technologically advanced society had rendered
breastfeeding obsolete. It was commonly thought that western women
wete less able to nurse their infants because of the stresses and
strains of modernity, the downside of “civilization” that made bottle-

6 Butier and Wolman, “Trends in Harly Feeding of Supplementary Foods to
Infants,” anonymous quotations from doctots surveyed by the authors, 85, 78, 75. For
simiilar views, see Beal, “On the Acceptance of Solid Foods,” 476; and Epps and Jolley,
“Unsupervised Eatly Feeding of Solids ro Infants,” 494. ) . .

a%ﬂmﬁwwmbn A, Tatz and Jane Lou Collins, Reading National Q%hx,%ma {Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1993)., .

™ Levin, Philsssphy of Infant Feeding, 12.
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feeding necessary. Furthermore, to exist on an all-milk diet devoid of
solids seemed almost subhuman. Breast milk and liquid formulas
were thought to be lacking and were judged to be incapable of
nourishing even young infants.” Sackett’s goal, and the goal of those
who agreed with him, was to eliminate an infant’s dependence on
milk as soon as possible.™ “Babies do not need to be surrounded by
archaic dietary restrictions,” Levin said. “The use of solids illustrates
the truism that babies are human,”7? .

By contrast, (commercially prepared) solids were modern, life-
giving, and efficient, the latter an especially highly valued quality in
postwar America. A 1953 article titled, “Not by Milk Alone,” declared
that “among the greatest nutritional contributions to our civilization atre
commercially prepated vegetables and fruits for infants sold by
manufacturers such as Gerber’s, Beech-Nut, Clapp’s, and Heinz.”
According to the authot, among their chief virtues was the fact that such
foods were “efficient time-savers.” Moreover, “all vegetables are so
finely mashed, tiny infants have no trouble swallowing and digesting
even a fibered vegetable like green beans.”™ Tiny infants who ingested
green beans as soon as possible would be all the better for it—as would
be society, unencumbered by primitve feeding methods in its seatch for
greater efficiency.

There also existed cultural and economic imperatives in the
mastery of solids. Early solids implicitly signified the wealth and powet
of the United States, its culture, and its people. Since “solid foods
other than ceteals arc expensive,” observed Levin, “this scheme of
feeding is unsuitable for those cultures and classes who cannot afford
to putchase good food fot their babies.” In fact, the early introduction
of solids seemed almost inevitable: “The progtessively eatlier age for
the introduction of mixed feeding is not a food fad but an historical
culmination of an historical tread. It is an inevitable consequence of

7! This is 2 sentiment that runs counter to current assessments of brezst milk s
well as contemporary formula products,

7 In fact, in 1961 the Miami pediatdcian invited a storm of controversy by
declaring that after they reach the age of one year children should stop drinking milk
because of its high cholesterol content. “Milk’s for Babies, nor ‘Their Seniors, Says
Doctor,” Washington Post, November 1, 1961, TH. See also “Milk Consumpdon
Defended by AMA,” New York Times, October 31, 1961, o1.
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™ Lillian Saltzman, “Not by Milk Alone,” Regirtered Narse 16 {June 1953): 40.
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man’s gradual mastery—very rapid in recent years—of food
technology.”7

Not only solids, but the material artifacts and cultural foodways
surrounding them were central to the civilizing of infants. The
Holt/Watson school of advice in the early twentieth century sought
to discipline infants through fixed feeding practices: strict wmrmms_nm
and rigid rules regarding which foods were allowed and é?n.r were
taboo. In the post-World War IT era the advocates of early solids had
a similar civilizing mission, even though the specific rules had
changed. Feeding children with a spoon—never allowing them to eat
with their hands—and keeping to three full meals a day seemed
vieally important. “The three-meals-a-day schedule is a mmaﬂ&omﬁnﬁ
of civilization,” declared Sackett, who promised mothers that their
babies would be bolting down three squates at seventeen days.”
Child-care experts told their readers that the “introduction of these
new foods usually means that [baby] must master a mote grown-up
method of eating . . . cups, spoons, knives, and forks are a part of
civilized custom.”””

Spoons in particular became important matkers. Mothers wete
told that an infant is born with “hands that itch to hold the spoon.””®
Baby-food advertisers reflected this notion as QdF “How soon &onw
Bzaby get Meat? Almost as soon as he starts eating from a spoon,
stated a 1950 Gertber ad in the magazine Baby Talk™ “The
introduction to spoon-fed foods is a Big Event in Baby’s life. Starting
him on Gerber’s Cereals is a very good way to begin,” another ad
asserted.80 Along with his congratulatory note, Beech-Nut president
John Grammer sent to each new mother a coupon woo.& for a yobma
handled spoon “just the right size and shape for baby’s tiny mouth,”s!
Mothers as well valued the spoon as a marker of progress and
civilization. Two tesearchers studying eatly infant feeding noted that of
the almost 80 percent of infants who received solids before the first
month, “the cereal was almost always offered by spoon and only rarely

75 Levin, Philosophy of Infant Feeding, 139.

76 Sackett, Bringing Up Babies, 64-65. .

77 Aldrich and Aldrich, Babies Are Hauman Beings, 72,
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7 Baby Tatk, July 1950. ) o

8 Baby Talk, October 1950. Another example can be found in a Gerber ad: Zm_mn
Baby's first experience with spoon-fed food a happy one—and chances are he’ll
continue to be a little cherub about eating.” Ibid., April 1950, -

81 Beech-Nut promotional matetials, n.d., Beech-Nut archives.
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added to the bottle.”®? Thus the 1950s iconic portrait of the American
Madonna with child was arguably a young, beautiful woman clad in a
cashmere sweater, hair perfectly coiffed and lips stained dark red.
Smiling lovingly at her baby, she prepares to feed her infant a spoonful
of Gerber mashed peas.

This notion of solids and foodways in general was, of course,
grounded in mid-twentieth-century perceptions of the American way
of life. Food fot infants, just as food in general at that time, seemed
“safer” if it adhered to mainstream notions of normalcy. “Spicy”
food was conflated with “exotic” and “an-American” food, and most
child-care manuals warned against feeding young children and
infants spicy, complicated food (as they still do). Sackett
recommended that “highly spiced ot exotic foods (fried shrimp,
sausage, chile con catne, etc.) should be avoided at figst.” He also
observed, however, that “youngsters in Italian-American families
take to spaghetti and even pizza like ducks to water, starting as early
as four ot five months.”® Ideas about infant feeding reflected how
Americans regarded themselves and their country’s position in the
postwar American Century: powerful, wealthy, democratic,
privileged, and competitive. We feed our tiny infants solids because
we can, the practice suggested.

In sum, a confluence of factors created an environment
conducive to early feeding of solids in the postwar baby-boom years:
the discovery of vitamins, more telaxed theoties of child rearing, the
convenience of commercially produced baby food, increased
ptoduction, and effective advertising and marketing campaigns.
These advances, combined with a nod of apptoval from the health-
care community (based in patt on an existing body of scientific
evidence that was inconclusive about the effects of eatly solids),
made for a climate in which postwar parents, mothers primarily, had
little reason to question the “mote/eatlier the better” principle when
it came to little jars of Gerber applesauce, peas, or carrots. Through
their ubiquitous presence in American grocery stores and homes in
the mid-twentieth century, these jars became a rite of passage in the
modern industtialized wotld. It would take another generation—one
more distrustful of the medical establishment, disappointed by
government, disillusioned by the pervading corporate worldview, and

82 Hasris and Chan, “Infant Feeding,” 483-92, 488, quotation.
83 Sackett, Bringing Up Babies, 65.
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swayed by scientific data opposing early feeding of solids—to revisit
and uldmately turn upside down these mid-twentieth-century ideas
about baby food.
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