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ABSTRACT 
 

Sweets—cake, candy, cookies, ice cream, and any other sugary treat—are a favored 

component of the American diet. They are also a familiar motif in the American cultural 

landscape. From the Good Ship Lollipop to Candy Crush Saga, imagined and imagined 

confections suffuse media and amusements, where they serve as both site and subject 

for negotiating economic and social tensions in the collective imagination. The visual 

and material depiction of sweets in the cultural landscape composes what I call the 

“confectionery vernacular,” a hybrid graphic language composed of imaginaries rife with 

sweet motifs. Such imaginaries provide an interdisciplinary framework within which to 

consider the American experience. Whether illustrated, photographed, filmed, or 

fabricated, these inedible reproductions do not impart sugar’s neurochemical or 

gustatory pleasures, yet their prevalence affirms sweets’ power to satisfy more than 

hunger.  

In the mass culture of the American 1930s, imagined scenarios of confectionery 

abundance probed anxieties related to widespread economic and social instability. This 

dissertation explores imaginaries of the confectionery vernacular constructed in four 

specific sites. The Wheatsworth Gingerbread Castle, a Hamburg, New Jersey roadside 

attraction, was a three-story monument that used imaginary edibility to promote 

nutritious whole wheat snacks. A selection of short cartoons set in confectionery 

Cockaignes borrowed tropes from Medieval folklore to imagine worlds of redemptive 

abundance and leisure. A second set of narrative cartoons lampooned confectionery 

mass-production and probed the indignities of industrial alienation. Finally, at the 1939 

New York World’s Fair, the Continental Baking Company’s Wonder Bakery used a 

beloved fairy tale, an urban wheat field, and a sexy scarecrow to mitigate consumer 

apprehension about mass-produced baked goods. From the Great Depression to the 

present, a confectionery vernacular has coalesced imagination, aesthetics, and social 

mores into a visual network, mapping how people construct meaning in hardship and in 

comfort. 

 

 

 



 
 

i 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

Acknowledgments ii 

Dedication iv  

List of Figures v 

Introduction Creating a Confectionery Vernacular in the Great 
Depression 1 

Chapter 1. The Sweet Built Environment: Confectionery Fantasy at 
Wheatsworth Castle 35 

Chapter 2. Bon Bons on Parade: Cartoon Cockaigne  72 

Chapter 3. Animated Industry: The Labor of Sweets on Film 118 

Chapter 4. The Wonder Bakery at the World’s Fair: Whimsy and 
Industry in the World of Tomorrow 158 

Conclusion Creating a Confectionery Vernacular in the Twenty-First 
Century 200 

Bibliography 235 

 



 ii 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

 
The benefit of taking an inordinate amount of time to complete graduate school is the 
inordinate number of friends and mentors you acquire along the way. My long education 
has been well worth it thanks to the following people at William & Mary and beyond: 
 
In the American Studies program, I have learned much from Arthur Knight, Grey 
Gundaker, Bob Scholnick, Hiroshi Kitamura, Chandos Brown, Kim Phillips, Alan 
Braddock, and Hannah Rosen. The late Barbara Carson’s intellect and grace were 
particularly influential, and deeply appreciated. Jean Brown models an optimism that I 
admire tremendously, and a patience that I surely haven’t deserved. Above all, I am 
grateful for the wisdom and friendship of my advisor Charlie McGovern, who has been 
an unflagging source of guidance, encouragement, good humor, and great stories since 
2005. His faith in this project, and in me, has been a gift I hold dear. 
 
The Office of Graduate Student Research has been a valuable resource and a source 
of invaluable opportunities. Chief among these was the Michael Halleran Dissertation 
Completion Fellowship, without which I could not have finished my Ph.D., and for which 
I remain profoundly thankful. I am indebted to every member of the OGSR staff, but 
offer up special thanks to and for Dean of Graduate Studies and Research Virginia 
Torczon, whose administrative support and personal encouragement has motivated and 
moved me. 
 
Swem Library provided every obscure cookbook I could ever hope to procure, and one 
of the best jobs I ever had. Thank you David Morales, Mildred Sink, Ashley Gonzales, 
Carole Conger, and Martha Higgins for your friendship, support, and reliable willingness 
to renew overdue materials.  
 
Williamsburg living was more friendly and more fun thanks to Frank Cha, Margaret 
Freeman, Mikal Gaines, Renee Kingan, Sarah Landres, Kim Mann, John Miller, Brian 
Piper, Shaun Richards, Helis Sikk, Jenna Simpson, and the Vereb family. In Richmond, 
Rachel Pater, Hannah Thompson, Lisa Grimes, James Menafee, and Mark Trinko have 
supplied encouragement and entertainment. With impeccable intuition, remote 
amanuenses Shannon Brown and Matthew Carter have offered feedback and 
distraction of limitless variety. And finally, the friendship of Wendy Korwin, Sarah 
Glosson, and David Pratt has improved my life every day that I’ve known them. 
 
Friends on the Boston home front have seen me through the decades. Thank you to the 
Black family (every single one of’em: P.T., Katharine, Dia, Christopher, Katy, Libby, and 
Peter), Alexandra Cherbrerie, Liz Hauck, Chris Hurld, Nadav Manham, Kathleen 
O’Donnell, Tim Robishaw, and Leeore Schnairsohn. 
 
Year in and year out, my parents remained supremely confident that I would finish one 
day; grudgingly, and with much gratitude, I now acknowledge that they were correct. 
John and Nathaniel Adams understand me well enough to have never asked how 



 iii 

school was going, and I am lucky to have them as brothers. I deeply appreciate 
everything that Katie Adams has done for me in her lifetime as my aunt and in our years 
together in Virginia. And Will Benton has evolved from polite bakery customer to the 
loveliest cheerleader and partner I could have; I am grateful that he and Evelyn are in 
my life. 
 
Finally, I would like to express thanks for the lives of my late grandmothers, Margaret 
Hylden Hayes and Anne Stout Adams. Each was born in the summer of 1915, one the 
eldest daughter of eleven children in Grand Forks, North Dakota, the other an only child 
in Culpepper, Virginia. Each came of age during the Depression years, and their stories 
from that period undoubtedly influenced this project. Their shared appreciation for good 
food, and dramatically different attitudes toward its preparation, have similarly 
percolated in my mind throughout the course of my lifetime, and have guided me in this 
project and in every kitchen I inhabit. I am grateful for their love, and miss them very 
much. 
 

 



 
 

iv 

This dissertation is dedicated to my parents, who taught me how to bake. 



 v 

LIST OF FIGURES 

1. Fig. Intro.1 Goldwyn Girls Still from Kid Millions 2 

2. Fig. Intro.2 Goldwyn Girls Still from Kid Millions 2 

3. Fig. Intro.3 Eddie Cantor Still from Kid Millions 2 

4. Fig. 1.1 Wheatsworth Gingerbread Castle postcard 36 

5. Fig. 1.2 Hänsel und Gretel set, Act II Scene III 54 

6. Fig. 1.3 Hänsel und Gretel set, Act III Scene II 54 

7. Fig. 1.4 Wheatsworth Gingerbread Castle Exterior Detail 57 

8. Fig. 2.1 Cats and Moon Still from Silvery Moon 89 

9. Fig. 2.2 Still from Silvery Moon/Toy Town Comparison Study 90 

10. Fig. 2.3 Still from The Hot Chocolate Soldiers 99 

11. Fig. 2.4 Still from The Cookie Carnival 102 

12. Fig. 2.5 Poor Waifs Still from Somewhere in Dreamland 113   

13. Fig. 2.6 Still from The Bon Bon Parade 113 

14. Fig. 2.7 Dreamland Still from Somewhere in Dreamland 116 

15. Fig. 3.1 Still from Doughnuts 131 

16. Fig. 3.2 Still from Pastrytown Wedding 140 

17. Fig. 3.3 Processional Still from Candyland 143 

18. Fig. 3.4 Exploited Confectioner Still from Candyland 149 

19. Fig. 3.5 Still from Wonder Bakers at the World’s Fair 154 

20. Fig. 4.1 Wonder Bakery Exterior 177 

21. Fig. 4.2 Wonder Bakery Gallery 177 

22. Fig. 4.3 Penelope Shoo in 1939 Costume 193 

23. Fig. 4.4 Penelope Shoo in 1940 Costume 193 

24. Fig. Concl.1 Scene from Whipped Cream Act I 215 



 vi 

25. Fig. Concl.2 Peppermints and Petits-fours in Whipped Cream Act II 215 

26. Fig. Concl.3 Nurses in Whipped Cream Act II 217 

27. Fig. Concl.4 “Wake up hustlers” Meme 220 

28. Fig. Concl.5 “How tf am I essential worker” Meme 228  



 1 

Introduction | Creating a Confectionery Vernacular in the Great Depression 

 

In late 1934, Samuel Goldwyn Productions released the black-and-white feature 

Kid Millions, the studio’s latest in a series of madcap musical comedies starring the 

popular entertainer Eddie Cantor. Rising employment, a stabilized banking system, and 

focused federal relief efforts suggested that the worst of the Great Depression was past, 

but for millions of Americans, deprivation and insecurity remained both a fear and a 

threat.1 Kid Millions offered audiences a two-hour respite from such anxieties with the 

story of Eddie Wilson, Jr., a hapless but good-natured Brooklynite whose humble life 

abruptly changes course with the news that he has inherited a $77 million fortune. In 

order to claim the windfall, Eddie must travel to Egypt, where New York gangsters, 

mistaken identities, and ancient curses threaten his success at every turn. In the end, of 

course, he secures his fortune and returns to New York, where newspaper headlines 

announce his future plans: Boy Millionaire to Open Free Ice Cream Factory.2 

A seven-minute Technicolor finale depicting Eddie’s ice cream enterprise 

concludes the film with a musical fantasy of confectionery commerce. Samuel Goldwyn 

Productions’ stock dance company, the Goldwyn Girls, comprise the improbable labor 

pool at Eddie’s factory and feature prominently in the sequence. Dancers gracefully 

ascend a two-story ice cream churn while holding aloft outsized strawberries, chocolate 

bars, and bottles of vanilla; on figure skates, they work in teams to operate the churn’s  

 
1 Throughout this dissertation, “Americans” refers to any people living in the United States regardless of 
their citizenship status or country of origin. Historian David M. Kennedy documents that by 1932, the 
unemployment rate had neared 20 percent; independent banks across the nation—and particularly those 
in working-class and immigrant communities—had begun to fail; and malnourishment plagued as many 
as twenty thousand New York City schoolchildren in The American People in the Great Depression (New 
York: Oxford University, Press, 1999), 86–87. 
2 Kid Millions, directed by Roy Del Ruth (1934; Los Angeles, CA: Warner Archive, 2013), DVD. 
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Figs. Intro.1 (left) and Intro.2 (right). Stills from Kid Millions (1934, dir. Roy Del Ruth).  

   
 

 
 

 
 

Fig. Intro.3. Still from Kid Millions (1934, dir. Roy Del Ruth). 
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gargantuan cranks; further down the production line, they pose atop Neapolitan ice 

cream bars the size of foot lockers. Meanwhile, children mob the factory entrance 

chanting “We want ice cream! We want ice cream!” with musical urgency before 

breaking down the door and swarming the facility. Eddie cheerfully seats the clamoring 

youngsters at ten-foot-high ice cream sodas and at rows of tables between which he 

pilots an elaborate vehicle that discharges molded frozen desserts; after licking their 

plates clean, the children exit, clutching their now heavily-padded midsections in 

satisfaction and discomfort. Contentedly surveying the scene, the newly minted dessert 

titan serenades his girlfriend with a reprise of the film’s musical theme, singing “We’ve 

got our great big ice cream factory / and everything is as it ought to be / for I have you, 

and sweetheart, you have me / since my ship came in.” A simple man, Eddie needs only 

the woman he loves, $77 million dollars, and a great big ice cream factory in order to be 

happy. 

Punctuating an amiable if formulaic film, the Kid Millions ice cream fantasy coda 

celebrated shameless gluttony, dressed proletarian labor in elegant whimsy, and 

imagined benevolent capitalist production systems as the common man’s dream-come-

true. The sequence was exuberant and imaginative, but it was not unique. Throughout 

the 1930s there emerged in the cultural landscape a variety of texts and artifacts that 

presented abundant, elaborate, and outrageous sweets as both motif and subject 

through which to negotiate desire, need, labor, industrialization, and other imperatives 

of capitalism.3 In this landscape, imagined and imaginary sweets compose what I have 

 
3 “Sweets” is a broad term, but one that adequately captures the category of food with which this project is 
concerned: sweetened, processed products and dishes of incidental nutritional value. By “sweetened” I 
refer to any foodstuff whose ingredients include natural, refined, or artificial sweeteners that are employed 
to impart taste. “Processed,” for my purposes, refers to foodstuffs—whether commercially or domestically 
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termed the confectionery vernacular: a hybrid graphic imaginary that employs visual and 

material depictions of sweets to engage material realities of everyday life. In the 

American 1930s, such imaginaries engaged economic aspirations and anxieties that 

fomented during the Great Depression. 

This dissertation investigates these confectionery imaginaries in a selection of 

Depression-era cultural artifacts, including animated cartoons that depicted imaginary 

systems of production and abundance, the Wheatsworth Gingerbread Castle roadside 

amusement, and the Continental Baking Company’s Wonder Bakery pavilion at the 

1939–40 New York World’s Fair. Each composed a discrete fantasy predicated on the 

presence of abundant sweets that were enormous in size or proliferate in quantity. 

Borrowed European folklore, vivid colors, carnivals and parades, and anthropomorphic 

confections enhanced the confectionery whimsy that saturated these exuberant 

imaginaries. But the same colorful reveries also interpreted and engaged many of the 

normative capitalist values inherent in the Depression’s real and threatened indignities. 

Across the decade, a visual dialogue between confections, commerce, and 

consumption organized animated and architectural amusements into a unified cultural 

category in which sweets engage conditions of capitalism and related anxieties during 

the Great Depression. 

Three phenomena make the 1930s a rich period in which to investigate cultural 

depictions of sweets and desserts. First, and most obvious, is the economic and 

 
produced—that result from the deliberate physical and/or chemical manipulation of ingredients. By 
defining sweets within these parameters, I hope to mitigate the term’s ambiguities while maintaining its 
breadth. Sweets might include baked goods such as cake, cookies, and pastry; candy; ice cream and 
other frozen confections and novelties; sweet puddings, custards, and gelatin dishes; or any other sweet 
treat whose consumption imparts pleasure. “Confections” means the same thing. 
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structural instability that defined that decade. Years of economic depression and 

contraction, mass unemployment, and disastrous agricultural conditions disrupted 

security, diminished living standards, and dampened the spirits of millions of Americans. 

In a period when mere sustenance was a struggle for many, popular amusements built 

around fantasies of confectionery abundance demonstrate the diverse ways in which 

people contended with the fears and realities of austerity and indulgence. The role of 

food—and particularly of food not essential for nutrition or sustenance, a category that 

emphatically includes sweets in virtually any form—maps in interesting ways with a 

depression economy and culture because it similarly negotiates questions of deprivation 

and desire. When money is tight and luxuries are few, sweets offer a form of affordable 

indulgence for many.  

Second, labor and industrialization uniquely influenced cultural content across 

the 1930s. In his comprehensive exploration of popular front cultural production, 

historian Michael Denning declares the period one in which “Both high culture and mass 

culture took on a distinctly plebeian accent” as the working classes enjoyed new agency 

in cultural production and labor ideology emerged as a popular theme in visual and 

performance art.4 Art historian Ericka Doss observes that, while images of labor were 

not absent from early-twentieth–century visual culture, they became more prominent 

during the Depression years; she attributes this proliferation to the Social Realism 

artistic movement’s documentary inclinations, and to New Deal recovery efforts that 

established the federal government as “the major patron of American art” in an attempt 

to “generate unity and restore confidence in American capitalism and democracy,” two 

 
4 Michael Denning, The Cultural Front: The Laboring of American Culture in the Twentieth Century 
(London: Verson, 1997), xx. 



 6 

regimes that logically brought depictions of work and workers to the fore as subjects.5 

As the texts in this dissertation reveal, sweets and desserts provided a distinctive visual 

language through which to explore familiar aspects of work, respite, and reward. 

Third, the thirties represented a pivotal moment in cultural production, 

consumption, and content. Technology was perhaps the single greatest catalyst in this 

seismic shift toward a true mass culture. National broadcasting chains unified radio 

listeners into a national audience and shaped domestic tastes and trends at a speed 

and scale previously impossible.6 At the movies, refinements in sound and color 

technology facilitated increasingly sophisticated visual and narrative texts.7 Though the 

poor economy substantially reduced new car sales in the early years of the Depression, 

“car ownership proved to be remarkably ‘depression-proof’” according to historian Gijs 

Mom, and throughout the decade there appeared new developments in landscape, 

architecture, and amusements that reflected an emerging car culture and reliance on 

the automobile that would be entrenched by midcentury.8 Finally, large-scale 

international expositions attracted large numbers of Americans eager for distraction, 

with six such events cumulatively drawing nearly 100 million visitors across the decade.9 

 
5 Ericka Doss, “Looking at Labor: Images of Work in 1930s American Art,” Journal of Decorative and 
Propaganda Arts vol. 24 (2002): 250. 
6 Richard Butsch, The Making of American Audiences: From Stage to Television, 1750-1990 (Cambridge, 
UK: Cambridge University Press, 2000), chaps. 12–13.  
7 Media scholar James Lastra notes that “The period from 1936 to 1934 saw the film industry undergo the 
most extensive transformations in technology, personnel, formal conventions, and modes of production in 
its history,” in Sound Technology and the American Cinema: Perception, Representation, Modernity, ed. 
John Belton (NY: Columbia University Press, 2000),156; Scott Higgins, “Technology and Aesthetics: 
Technicolor Cinematography and Design in the late 1930s,” Film History vol. 11 no. 1 (1999): 55–76.  
8 Gijs Mom, Atlantic Automobilism: Emergence and Persistence of the Car, 1895–1940 (New York: 
Oxford, Berghahn Books, 2015), 305. 
9 Robert W. Rydell, World of Fairs: The Century of Progress Expositions (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1993), 1. 
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Economic depression and individual hardship may have informed the tenor of the 

decade, but such woes could not restrain the country’s steady march toward modernity. 

Each of these phenomena—economic hardship, reconfigured relationships to 

labor and industry, and evolving forms of amusement—were relevant to the 

confectionery depictions that emerged in popular amusements of the 1930s, shaping 

both their form and their content. In some of these artifacts, sweets were a site and 

subject in which cultural consumers could imagine respite from the degradations of 

deprivation. In others, confectionery motifs redressed the frustrations that attended 

industrial labor by presenting large-scale production scenarios as fantasies of exuberant 

efficiency. Across this content, imaginary confections reflected, engaged, and mitigated 

some of the harsher realities that plagued millions. 

At the same time, it is imperative to note that most of the confectionery 

imaginaries explored in this dissertation were corporate creations. Whether architectural 

attractions or films designed for theatrical release, each of these cultural products was 

produced for enjoyment by a diverse population during empirically troubling times. 

Consumers had license to interpret them in any number of ways, including ways that 

engaged one’s own experiences and understanding. But if it is possible to identify ways 

in which these entertainments reflected or resonated with the experiences of socially 

and economically disenfranchised consumers, the fact remains that they were products 

of established corporate outfits in baking and animation. The confectionery amusements 

explored in the following chapters suggest awareness of and sympathy for the material 

and economic anxieties that troubled a populace in search of diversion, but all of these 

amusements emerged from and reflected the interests of industry and capital.    
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The confectionery vernacular of the Great Depression was an industry-driven 

cultural phenomenon coalescing imagination, aesthetics, and social mores into a visual 

network that mapped how people imagined and constructed joy amid suffering and fear.  

 

America’s Culture of Sweets 

The sugary motifs on which this project focuses appeared in the cultural 

landscape throughout the 1930s, but confectionery imaginaries are neither a product of 

nor restricted to that decade. Illustrated, filmed, or fabricated iterations of sweets 

appeared in commercial and cultural content long before and after the interwar period. 

In the nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries, advertisements, trade cards, valentines, 

menus, and other ephemera depicted elaborate, whimsical, and sentimental scenes that 

appealed to the cultural imagination in order to advertise branded commodities.10 The 

board game Candy Land, developed to entertain children stricken with polio in the mid-

1940s and first marketed by Milton Bradley in 1949, remains in production today and 

has sold more than forty million copies.11 In the 1980s, the Strawberry Shortcake line of 

dessert-themed dolls became the first branded toys to helm a television series after the 

Federal Communications Commission dismantled restrictions on children’s 

advertising.12 For ten years in the twenty-first century, the Washington Post hosted the 

popular Peeps Diorama Competition, an annual contest in which contestants from 

 
10 William Woys Weaver, Culinary Ephemera: An Illustrated History (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 2010). 
11 Ben H. Rome and Chris Hussey, Games’ Most Wanted: The Top 10 Book of Players, Pawns, and 
Power Ups (Lincoln, NE: University of Nebraska Press, 2013), 42–43; Alexander B. Joy, “Candy Land 
Was Invented for Polio Wards,” Atlantic, July 28, 2019, accessed August 22, 2020, 
https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2019/07/how-polio-inspired-the-creation-of-candy-
land/594424/. 
12 Christine L. Williams, Inside Toyland: Working, Shopping, and Social Inequality (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 2006), 40. 
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around the country submitted dioramas “depicting scenes that reflected the country as 

they saw it, but with marshmallow bunnies and chicks.”13 Over decades and centuries, 

imaginary iterations and material models of sweets have reflected and played roles in 

phenomena wholly unrelated to dessert.  

The frequency with which confectionery themes and motifs augment children’s 

texts and artifacts is no coincidence. Children and marketing represent two spheres, 

frequently overlapping, in which confectionery vernaculars commonly operate. 

Confectionery depictions do not require corporate sponsorship or juvenile consumers, 

but when sweets appear in the cultural landscape, commerce and kids are often close 

at hand. Both biology and history support the supposition that children enjoy a particular 

affinity for sweets. Peer-reviewed study suggests that human beings exhibit a 

“universal” preference for sweet tastes in infancy and childhood.14 In the nineteenth 

century, industrial food processing helped to establish a juvenile consumer base for 

sweets by facilitating candy’s mass production and distribution, which in turn lowered 

prices and expanded access; according to historian Wendy Woloson, “penny candies 

counted among the first thing American children ever spent their own money on,” and 

this market proved particularly important for working-class children who enjoyed fewer 

consumer opportunities than their middle-class counterparts.15 Confectionery 

intervention in juvenile and ethnic class distinctions persisted in turn-of-the-century New 

 
13 WashPostPR blog, “The Washington Post Magazine Editor’s Note on Peeps Contest, Post Hunt,” 
March 17, 2017, accessed August 22, 2020, https://www.washingtonpost.com/pr/wp/2017/03/07/the-
washington-post-magazine-editors-note-on-peeps-contest-post-hunt/. 
14 Alison K Ventura, Julie A. Mennella, “Innate and learned preferences for sweet taste during childhood,” 
Current Opinion in Clinical Nutrition and Metabolic Care vol. 14 no. 4 (July 2011): 379-384, accessed 
August 2, 2020, doi: 10.1097/MCO.0b013e328346df65. 
15 Wendy Woloson, Refined Tastes: Sugar, Confectionery and Consumers in 19th-Century America 
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2002), 55. 
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York City, where the cheapness and variety of American candy permitted Italian 

immigrants to cheerfully indulge their children’s taste for it and progressive reformers 

histrionically blamed sweets for “widespread malnutrition” in immigrant communities.16 

By the 1930s, children were established confectionery consumers, and it is reasonable 

to assume that savvy culture manufacturers employed confectionery motifs in an appeal 

to young audiences.  

Neither juvenile fervor nor general appreciation among the adult population could 

protect sweets from attempts to police their consumption. The yen to connect 

pleasurable indulgence with hedonistic depravity and physical mortification aligned 

neatly with a largely mythologized American ethos traced to the country’s earliest 

European colonizers and the Reformed Christian theology they embraced.17 Two 

centuries after the first Puritans arrived in New World, established and would-be 

reformers excoriated sweets for wreaking physical havoc on body, mind, and spiritual 

well-being. Evangelical crusader Sylvester Graham, undoubtedly the best known 

member of this cohort, launched his dogmatic campaign against sugar—as well as 

meat, alcohol, coffee, and tea—in the 1830s, claiming that the “overstimulating” effects 

of sweeteners encouraged sexual depravity.18 Later in the century, physician John 

Harvey Kellogg adopted a comparably abstemious approach to diet, with particular 

 
16 Simone Cinotto, The Italian American Table: Food, Family, and Community in New York City (Urbana: 
University of Illinois Press, 2013), 114. 
17 Historians have long determined that Puritans were not the sole arbiters of Colonial cultural modes. In a 
1994 review of two contemporary histories on early American Puritan life, historian David M. Robinson 
notes that “Puritanism has been displaced from the central role once accorded it as the foundational 
movement of American culture and increasingly understood as one of many elements of a quite diverse 
colonial society,” an observation that challenges puritanical hegemony in American mores. David M. 
Robinson, “The Cultural Dynamics of American Puritanism,” American Literary History vol. 6 no. 4 (Winter 
1994): 738; Marilynne Robinson, “Puritans and Prigs: An Anatomy of Zealotry,” Salmagundi no. 187 
(Summer 2015). 
18 Samira Kawash, Candy: A Century of Panic and Pleasure (New York: Faber & Faber, 2013), 78–79. 
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emphasis on the exclusion of candy and spices that he, too, feared might incite sexual 

satisfaction.19 Various factions within the Temperance movement similarly eschewed 

sweets, albeit for a different set of reasons; these reformers feared that sugar—already 

a prominent ingredient in many liquors and cordials—might act as a gateway or 

supplement to alcohol consumption, and as such invited the likelihood of 

overindulgence, which was itself a form of abuse.20 For Graham and Kellogg, the 

pleasures of sweets were licentious; for temperance crusaders, they were gluttonous. 

Common across these prescriptions was the belief that even controlled indulgence in 

sweet treats signaled greater moral crisis for uncontrolled and uncontrollable bodies.  

Moralistic reactionaries may have been sincere in their belief that the pleasure 

one derived from sugar reflected and portended spiritual ills, but the broader population 

did not share this didacticism. In the United States, as in most of the world, sweets 

engage a primarily positive response. Entrenched relationships with celebration and 

reward associate sweets with personal and collective pleasure. The use of sweets to 

commemorate particular events codes these foods as “special,” and rituals associated 

with production, procurement, and consumption reinforce the privileged status of these 

treats. These rituals comprise a set of commonly shared experiences that Americans, 

like all cultural groups, use to forge communal identity. Presiding over one’s birthday 

cake, baking Christmas cookies, and compensating children with candy are not uniquely 

American practices, but participation in these rituals contributes to our collective 

 
19 Woloson, Refined Tastes, 139. 
20 Nancy N. Chen, Food, Medicine, and the Quest for Good Health (New York: Columbia University 
Press, 2008), 60. 
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understanding of ceremony and accomplishment, and facilitates the ways in which we 

authenticate experience.21  

Rituals associated with sweets both require and demonstrate cultural literacy. 

When they bear special meaning, many foods require specific contextualization in order 

to delineate the significance. This is best evidenced by a variety of holidays with 

confectionary affiliations. To distribute candy corn on the Fourth of July or garnish 

Easter baskets with candy canes would reject arbitrary but entrenched agreement 

regarding the celebratory auspices under which certain treats are appropriate for 

consumption, and reveal those who violate these norms to be cultural transgressors. 

Conversely, appropriate appreciation for and contextualization of sweets and their 

consumption indicates cultural fluency. Cultural legitimacy is not only vested in the 

affiliation of specific foods with specific events, but also in foods that have been 

determined to reflect or reference a culture that embraces them.22 Relationships 

between food and culture do not always hold up to close scrutiny, as an expression like 

“as American as apple pie” reveals: the pastry’s origins in fact lie in European cuisine 

centuries before the formation of the United States. Despite the fallacy—and despite 

food writer Kathleen Smallzried’s suggestion that “as American as chocolate layer cake” 

could correct the metaphor’s accuracy without sacrificing its orientation around 

dessert—apple pie remains the prevailing culinary emblem of American sentimental 

nationalism.23 

 
21 Susan Kalcik, “Ethnic Foodways in America: Symbol and the Performance of Identity” in Ethnic and 
Regional Foodways in the United States: The Performance of Group Identity, eds. Linda Keller Brown 
and Kay Mussell (Knoxville, TN: University of Tennessee Press, 1984), chap. 2. 
22 Michael Owen Jones, “Food Choice, Symbolism, and Identity: Bread-and-Butter Issues for Folkloristics 
and Nutrition Studies (American Folklore Society Presidential Address),” Journal of American Folklore vol. 
120 no. 476 (2007): 133–135, http://www.jstor.org/stable/4137687. 
23 Barbara M. Walker, The Little House Cookbook (New York: Harper & Row, 1979), 181. 
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Consuming sweets is a complex cultural exercise, and mastery of its rituals and 

meanings facilitates cultural inclusion. In the United States, sweets have long mapped 

relationships between want and need by marking evolving relationships of deprivation, 

sacrifice, indulgence, and pleasure. In doing so, sweets not only serve as symbols of 

satisfaction and joy, but mechanisms through which to judge the habits and pleasures of 

others. Other negotiations with sweets occur in more fundamental planes, beginning 

with the five senses. 

 

Sweets and the Senses 

There exists an obvious visceral impetus to eat sweets: they taste good. Of 

course, this preference is not universal—plenty of people don’t care for sweets, and few 

people indiscriminately like all sweets—but Sidney Mintz observes that there do not 

exist any societies that reject sweetness outright.24 Though infinite psychological, social, 

and cultural systems construct the pleasure that people experience when consuming 

sweet food and drink, the fundamental satisfaction that sweetness imparts is 

physiologically and neurochemically conditioned. Biochemical processes translate sugar 

on the tongue into pleasure in the brain by stimulating the production of dopamine, a 

neurotransmitter that produces euphoria and dulls discomfort. The same neurochemical 

combustion processes can trigger sugar cravings and dependence that some 

neuroscientists suggest mimic that seen in narcotic addiction.25 Sweets are not merely 

 
24 Sidney Mintz, Sweetness and Power: The Place of Sugar in Modern History (New York: Viking, 1985), 
16. 
25 Nicole Avena, Pedro Rada, Bartley G. Hobel, “Evidence for sugar addiction: Behavioral and 
neurochemical effects of intermittent, excessive sugar intake,” Neuroscience and Biobehavioral Reviews 
vol. 32 no. 1 (2008): 20, accessed December 10, 2014, 
http://www.sciencedirect.com.proxy.wm.edu/science/article/pii/S0149763407000589. 
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tasty, but actively soothing, and consuming them overpowers and distracts from 

anxieties in the human body and mind. 

Sensory engagement with confections neither begins nor ends with pleasant 

tastes and functional synaptic responses. Sweets taste good, but they often look good 

too, and the aesthetic gratification they provide augments their visceral satisfactions. 

Not all sweets are pretty, or even interesting to look at. More often than not, 

gingerbread, brownies, and caramels are little more than brown squares; numberless 

types of cookies are beige circles; and semisoft confections from rice pudding to vanilla 

ice cream are little more than off-white blobs. These natural and utilitarian forms do not 

compromise flavor, but their visual presentation rarely garners acclaim. However, 

sweets can also be eye-catching and whimsical in ways that other foodstuffs are rarely 

presented. Jewel-toned candies, decorated cakes, marzipan animals, and rainbow 

sherbet invite conscious and unconscious appreciation for their novel forms, vibrant 

colors, and evident artistic competence. Culinary cultures in Austria, France, Germany, 

and Italy have long embraced ornate and whimsical pastries for consumption and 

display, and the sugar sculpture, architectural cakes, and other fancy treats celebrated 

in European confectionery traditions would come to influence and inspire American 

pastry chefs and confectioners by the early twentieth century.26 Fanciful or elaborate 

articulation does not ensure pleasing flavors or textures, as anyone who has tasted a 

marshmallow circus peanut can attest, but sophisticated forms complicate a consumer’s 

engagement with the treats they consume and compound the pleasures of 

consumption.  

 
26 Francine Kirsch, “Over the Top: The Extravagant Confectionery of J.M. Erich Weber,” Gastronomica 
vol. 4 no. 2 (May 2004): 28. 
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 The relative ease with which confections adopt inorganic form, color, detail, and 

decoration is due in large part to the chemical makeup of their essential ingredient, 

sugar. Sugar’s volatile chemical bonds cause its physical form to alter dramatically 

when subjected to heat, liquid, and other variables.27 Crystalline lollipops, sticky 

caramel, tender cakes, and snowy, spongy marshmallows all owe their distinctive 

textures to large proportions of sugar and specialized processing methods.28 The 

unique malleability that sugar can impart facilitates sculpting but also permits reworking 

to a degree that more fragile foodstuffs resist. Moreover, refined sugar’s white crystals 

accommodate coloring agents with a fidelity that darker and more robustly hued foods 

cannot duplicate. The sweetness of sugar may be relatively one-dimensional, but the 

plasticity it lends to confections make that category of food the most structurally, 

visually, and aesthetically interesting for confectioners with artistic inclinations. 

 Sweets are uniquely nuanced, broadly popular, historically important, and 

prevalent across centuries of American history. Industrial technology has facilitated their 

visual and material reproduction in mass culture—whether in nineteenth-century 

cookbook illustrations or the Candy Crush Saga gaming app on an iPhone—for nearly 

two centuries. If confections have always been complex cultural and aesthetic artifacts, 

and have long appeared in mediatized form, why do the confectionery imaginaries of 

the 1930s demand closer scrutiny?  

 

The American Great Depression 

 
27 Ole G. Mouritsen and Klavs Styrbaek. Transl. Mariela Johansen, Mouthfeel: How Texture Makes Taste 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 2017), 115–116. 
28 Peter P. Greweling, Chocolates and Confections: Formula, Theory and Technique for the Artisan 
Confectioner (Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley and Sons, Inc., 2007), 2–6, 
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Defining the Decade 

Throughout this work I refer interchangeably to “the 1930s,” “the Great 

Depression,” and “the Depression” or “Depression-era” events and phenomena. Though 

the temporal boundaries of this periodization are somewhat ambiguous, the economic 

phenomena that organized it into a cohesive cultural moment were not. Collapsed 

wages, mass unemployment, and decreased production impacted individuals, families 

and whole regions, and attuned the American populace to the threat and fear of poverty 

for the better part of a decade. October 28, 1929, known as “Black Monday” due to the 

U.S. stock market’s loss of $30 billion in value in a single day, marks the Great 

Depression’s starting point in popular memory. In reality, the Depression’s roots ran 

deeper than that single—albeit calamitous—economic event. Between the conclusion of 

World War I and Black Monday, haphazard monetary policy, rampant agricultural 

surplus, and growing income disparity catalyzed the stock market collapse and the 

pervasive consequences of the years-long contraction that followed. Despite this 

traumatic legacy, economist Alexander J. Field identifies the 1930s as “the most 

technologically progressive decade” of the American twentieth century, and declares 

that “invention and innovation in the 1930s was significant, in ways not well appreciated, 

both in facilitating the remarkable U.S. economic performance before and during World 

War II and in establishing foundations for the prosperity of the 1950s and 1960s.”29 

Field’s contention runs counter to how Americans conceptualize insolvency in general 

 
29 Alexander J. Field, A Great Leap Forward: 1930s Depression and U.S. Economic Growth (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 2011), 19. In his book exploring the influence of American industrial operations on 
German and Soviet iterations in interwar Europe, economic historian Stefan Link similarly emphasizes the 
extent to which development in many American industrial sectors continued apace despite the period’s 
economic woes. Stefan J. Link, Forging Global Fordism: Nazi Germany, Soviet Russia, and the Contest 
Over the Industrial Order (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2020), 1–18. 
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and the Great Depression in particular, but these competing narratives neatly illustrate 

the period’s deceptive complexity.  

Directly and indirectly, the Great Depression’s economic and social upheaval 

shaped the development of a specifically American culture whose products ranged from 

swing to Shirley Temple and whose consumers sought distraction from and validation of 

prevalent anxieties. In their respective works “The Culture of the Thirties” and Dancing 

in the Dark: A Cultural History of the Great Depression, historians Warren Susman and 

Morris Dickstein detail the ways in which the period affected a shift in cultural creation 

and consumption. The transfer of cultural stewardship from the elite to the middle 

classes, new reliance on mediatized culture for both escapism and education, and 

evolving notions of the individual, society, stasis, and motion all helped to forge an 

American culture whose audience, aesthetic, and ideology were newly national. Mass 

media, and particularly film and radio, constructed audiences whose size and diversity 

expanded on a diet of shared cultural products; this consumption occurred in both public 

and domestic spheres as movie attendance grew and radios appeared in more homes. 

The convergence of the above phenomena supports Susman’s proposal that it was 

“during the Thirties that the idea of culture was domesticated, with important 

consequences. Americans then began thinking in terms of patterns of behavior and 

belief, values and life-styles, symbols and meanings.”30 Economic and social pressures 

created adaptive opportunities and imperatives. 

Both Susman and Dickstein identify the evolving characterization of the individual 

as a trope that directly reflected both historical and newly urgent anxieties related to the 

 
30 Warren Susman, Culture as History: The Transformation of American Society in the Twentieth Century. 
Washington and London: Smithsonian Institution Press, 2003 [1984]), 154. 
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American success myth. In the harsh early years of the Depression, depictions of the 

individual ignored by or in conflict with society deviated from past lore that had 

celebrated the exceptionalism of cultural heroes from Benjamin Franklin to Horatio 

Alger. In the latter half of the decade, the stigma connecting individualism, isolation, and 

failure ebbed as economic and social conditions improved. At the same time, 

commitment to communal cultural participation proliferated in the stabilizing middle 

class and in the narratives they consumed. Movement and stasis formed another 

dichotomy central to Depression-era cultural ideology. Any form of advancement, 

suggested or simulated physically, aurally, and visually, stemmed fears of stagnation 

and defeat. Dickstein estimates that “not money and success, not even elegance and 

sophistication were the real dream of the expressive culture of the 1930s, but this 

dream of mobility, with its thrust toward the future.”31 Locomotive big-band rhythms, 

frenetic animated cartoons, and industrial design predicated on the suggestion of 

movement and flow all allowed consumers to vicariously experience a dynamism that 

countermanded the economic and social paralyses that colored lived experience for 

many in the thirties.32  

 

 

 

 
31 Morris Dickstein, Dancing in the Dark: A Cultural History of the Great Depression (New York: W.W. 
Norton, 2009), 361. 
32 Historian Joel Dinerstein proposes that while “Jazz was the nation’s popular music in the Machine Age 
(1919–45) because its driving, syncopated rhythms reflected the speeded-up tempo of life produced by 
industrialization in the American workplace and the mechanization of urban life,” the unparalleled 
popularity of swing in the mid-thirties was “both a morale boost for a nation in depression and a reflection 
of the relative freedom African Americans felt in New York, Chicago,” and other urban destinations in the 
Great Migration. Joel Dinerstein, Swinging the Machine: Modernity, Technology, and African American 
Culture between the World Wars (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 2003), 5–6. 
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Fraught Foodways of the 1930s 

Few cultural artifacts more accurately distill Depression-era stagnation than 

photographs of breadlines that stretch for city blocks, which crystalize the scope of 

deprivation, the indignities it forced, and the snail’s pace at which it was mitigated. 

These images, like legends of former titans selling apples on the street, reflect how 

deeply food and hunger shape popular conceptualization of the Great Depression in the 

popular imagination. In her 2012 article “Summoning the Food Ghosts: Food History as 

Public History,” historian Megan Elias identifies times of scarcity as valuable periods in 

which to study foodways because these periods necessarily “involve the compelling 

themes of tradition, loss, hunger, and ingenuity.”33 These themes pervade the 

Depression years, in which food insecurity became both hallmark and rallying point for 

Americans suffering the experience, threat, or fear of poverty. Inconsistent or 

incomplete access to appropriate nourishment, organized relief efforts, and creative 

provisioning at home shaped individual and collective experience in the 1930s, and 

underscore the decade’s intractable association with food insecurity. 

Starvation, chronic hunger, and malnourishment were the most severe 

consequences of Depression-era food insecurity, and their prevalence is difficult to 

quantify. Relief records, first-person accounts, and journalistic coverage identify and 

document pervasive hunger as a reality for many Americans across the 1930s. For 

others, access to food that was nourishing, plentiful, and pleasing may have been 

compromised, but it was not defined by the trauma of food insecurity. For this relatively 

fortunate population, as well as those who did not suffer any reduction of circumstances 

 
33 Megan Elias, “Summoning the Food Ghosts: Food History as Public History,” The Public Historian vol. 
34 no. 22 (May 2012): 14.  
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in the 1930s, the tension between need and want—not starvation and satiation—

informed relationships with food. The shifting roles of austerity and its antithesis, 

abundance, inscribed foodways throughout the Great Depression. 

Prior to the Great Depression, municipal and voluntary relief agencies were the 

primary sources of food assistance for the poor.34 The celebrated prosperity of the 

1920s had eluded many communities in a country marked by increasing class 

polarization, and unsurprisingly, the least socially enfranchised were most vulnerable to 

poverty and its existential challenges. In Chicago, which supported a strong industrial 

economy and a large African-American population in the years leading up to the 

Depression, the city’s Black working classes suffered high unemployment rates and 

exploitation wages that complicated the ability to consistently secure food, housing, and 

other fundamental needs.35 There and elsewhere, local charities could not adequately 

support the numbers of those in need, and political and social attitudes that stigmatized 

dependence on charity contributed to formal and de facto poor laws that further 

compromised access to public assistance.36 Historian Alice O’Connor notes that “It was 

the working class who fed the ranks of ‘the unable,’ who could not ‘secure the 

necessary food, shelter, and care of health under the economic system’” in Middletown, 

Robert and Helen Lynd’s seminal survey of American culture published in 1929.37 

Limited in size and by design before the 1930s, relief agencies in large cities and small 

 
34 Janet Poppendieck, Breadlines Knee-deep in Wheat: Food Assistance in the Great Depression New 
Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers University Press, 1986), 21–23. 
35 Gareth Canaan, “‘Part of the Loaf:’ Economic Conditions of Chicago’s African-American Working Class 
During the 1920s,” Journal of Social History vol. 35 no. 1 (Autumn 2001): 164. 
36 Canaan, “‘Part of the Loaf,’” 156–157; R. Alton Lee, Sunflower Justice: A New History of the Kansas 
Supreme Court (Lincoln, NE: University of Nebraska Press, 2014), 194–196. 
37 Alice O’Connor, Poverty Knowledge: Social Science, Social Policy, and the Poor in Twentieth Century 
U.S. History (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2001), 58–59. 



 21 

towns alike lacked the resources and scope to accommodate surging numbers of needy 

Americans as the Depression got underway. 

In the face of newly urgent and widespread need for food assistance there 

emerged a variety of imperfect provisioning systems, each designed to facilitate food 

access but vulnerable to the period’s economic constraints and social contestations. 

Widespread need quickly exhausted available funds for grocery allowances allotted to 

indigent families.38 Vouchers commonly limited users to a nutritious but monotonous 

diet heavy on beans, rice, and other staples that kept starvation at bay but generated 

resentment among those dependent on such humble repast.39 Federal Service Relief 

Corporation (FSRC) attempts to work with emergency commissaries—the precursor to 

modern food pantries—garnered outrage from a “national retail grocers organization” 

whose members criticized federal efforts for diverting business from local grocers.40 

Relief agencies commonly limited such resources to families with children, a policy that 

that left childless individuals and couples to contend with the breadlines and soup 

kitchens that proliferated in the early 1930s but still failed to meet need.41 The most 

desperate urban poor were reduced to begging, scavenging, and theft in an attempt to 

mitigate hunger.42  

 
38 Poppendieck, Breadlines Knee-deep in Wheat, 171–172. 
39 Jane Ziegelman and Andrew Coe, A Square Meal: A Culinary History of the Great Depression (New 
York: Harper Collins, 2016), 134–136. According to historian Sharon McConnell-Sidorick, some 
organizations made a concerted effort to expand on bare-bones provisioning, as in one Philadelphia 
hosiery union that “always made a point of including candy as part of the food baskets” distributed to 
families with children in an effort to provide “some semblance of normalcy” to those households” in Silk 
Stockings and Socialism: Philadelphia’s Radical Hosiery Workers from the Jazz Age to the New Deal 
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2017), 140. 
40 Poppendieck, Breadlines Knee-deep in Wheat, 164. 
41 Poppendieck, Breadlines Knee-deep in Wheat, 21–28. 
42 Fred B. Glass, From Mission to Microchip: A History of the California Labor Movement (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2016), 212–213; Poppendieck, Breadlines Knee-deep in Wheat, 28. 
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In agricultural regions, limited relief intervention, bankrupt communities, and 

geographical isolation compounded the likelihood of hunger and threat of starvation for 

many. Hunger relief efforts in rural regions tended to be even less effective than their 

urban counterparts, as “many rural areas had no relief apparatus other than a Red 

Cross chapter more oriented toward rescuing families trapped by floods or tornadoes 

than those stranded by economic upheaval.”43 Destructive weather catalyzed rural 

suffering with severe draughts in 1931, 1934, 1936, and 1939; these events devastated 

crops and created a crisis for farmers who, having lost their income and exhausted their 

credit, now faced foreclosure. For some, even subsistence farming proved 

unsustainable or impossible with single cash-crop farming and restrictive landlords; 

limited ability to produce one’s own food increased dependence on credit and left tenant 

farmers further in arrears.44 In the misplaced hope that the city offered more and better 

opportunities, many farming families migrated to urban regions.45 In the cities, however, 

few opportunities and long breadlines waited. 

The foods we eat reflect the resources available in a given time and place, the 

events and processes that cultivated those resources, and the mores that shaped those 

processes. The natural environment, its inhabitants from microbes to mammals, and 

relationships among these elements all inform the ecosystems in which non-toxicity 

determines edibility at a fundamental level but cultivation shapes organic supplies to 

meet civilization’s demands. These demands are frequently cultural in prescription, with 

 
43 Poppendieck, Breadlines Knee-deep in Wheat, 28. 
44 Steven Stoll, “The Captured Garden: The Political Ecology of Subsistence under Capitalism,” 
International Labor and Working-Class History no. 85 (Spring 2014): 88–89; April Merleaux, Sugar and 
Civilization: American Empire and the Cultural Politics of Sweetness (Chapel Hill: University of North 
Carolina Press, 2015), 133. 
45 Ella Howard, Homeless: Poverty and Place in Urban America (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania 
Press, 2013), 29. 
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roots in social, ethnic, and religious tradition. At the same time, economic operations 

govern the production, promotion, acquisition, and consumption of food, controlling 

consumer access to, affinity for, and affiliation with specific edibles. From the ingenuity 

with which people turn available resources into special treats, to the authority with which 

culinary tastes dictate cultural assimilation or segregation, food is an essential signifier 

across ecological, economic, and cultural systems. Inherently interdisciplinary and 

endlessly complex, foodways opens an invaluable course of study in the investigation of 

America’s economic and cultural history.  

 

Review of the Literature 

The vast catalog of scholarship investigating American foodways and broader 

culinary history continues to expand. From this wealth of information, a number of works 

have emerged as particularly useful to my own understanding and contextualization of 

Depression-era American foodways. Rachel Laudan’s Cuisine and Empire: Cooking in 

World History explores historical and cultural interventions that have shaped global 

foodways patterns throughout history, and though the scope of her work is 

extraordinarily broad, the markers she identifies have helped me to contextualize my 

own periodized research in a millennia-long history, and to understand how archaic and 

ancient practices inform contemporary ones. The seismic shift that Laudan sees 

represented in the rise of “middling cuisines” in the late–nineteenth and early–twentieth 

century United States offers a particularly valuable framework in which to consider the 

broader history and impact of dietary choice.46 Andrew Haley’s Turning the Tables: 

 
46 Rachel Laudan, Cuisine and Empire: Cooking in Modern History (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 2013). 
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Restaurants and the Rise of the American Middle Class, 1880–1920 positions Gilded 

Age restaurants as a site that established and embraced middle class authority.47 In A 

Mess of Greens: Southern Gender and Southern Food, Elizbeth S.D. Englehardt 

considers shifting patterns in food production and consumption in the post-

Reconstruction South, and argues that industrial labor was instrumental to trapping the 

working classes in detrimental culinary systems.48 Katherine Leonard Turner’s How the 

Other Half Ate: A History of Working Class Meals at the Turn of the Century similarly 

contextualizes the relationship between industrial and manual labor shaped diet, 

arguing that particularly the diets of economically disenfranchised and socially 

marginalized workers reflected real and attempted agency beyond and in spite of the 

middling cuisines’ homogenizing authority.49  

Though works devoted to American foodways during the Great Depression are 

few in number, several have been foundational to my own scholarship. Janet 

Poppendieck’s Breadlines Knee-deep in Wheat: Food Assistance in the Great 

Depression provides a comprehensive overview of the political and social forces at work 

in Depression-era assistance programs that evolved from small-scale hunger-relief 

efforts in an attempt to address the politics and practical consequences of cyclical 

agricultural surplus. In Taste of the Nation: The New Deal Search for America’s Food, 

Camille Begin identifies “sensory economies” as an apparatus imperative to the 

construction of regional, national, and cultural tastes; her investigation ably analyzes 

 
47 Andrew P. Haley, Turning the Tables: Restaurants and the Rise of the American Middle Class, 1880-
1920 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2011). 
48 Elizabeth S.D. Engelhardt, A Mess of Greens: Southern Gender and Southern Food (Athens, GA: 
University of Georgia Press, 2011). 
49 Katherine Leonard Turner, How the Other Half Ate: A History of Working-Class Meals at the Turn of the 
Century (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2014). 
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WPA food writing to track this evolution.50 Finally, the popular history that Jane Coe and 

Andrew Ziegelman organize in A Square Meal: A Culinary History of the Great 

Depression, offers a broad analysis of how Depression’s economic and social 

conditions impacted dietary conventions, rituals, and practice.  

Scholarship related to the political and economic history of sugar and other 

confectionery commodities has been more prolific. Much of this work builds on 

anthropologist Sidney Mintz’s 1985 book Sweetness and Power: The Place of Sugar in 

Modern History which stands as a seminal text on cane sugar as an economic and 

social agent; this book remains foundational to more recent scholarship that 

investigates the ways that sugar has shaped colonization, capitalism, and global 

industrialization in the Western Hemisphere. Among this new scholarship, none has 

been more useful to my own work than April Merleaux’s Sugar and Civilization: 

American Empire and the Cultural Politics of Sweetness. Merleaux investigates sugar’s 

shifting commodity and cultural values across the first four decades of the twentieth 

century, and in processed confections identifies specifically American ideals and 

beliefs.51 In Sacred Gifts, Profane Pleasures: A History of Tobacco and Chocolate in the 

Atlantic World, historian Marcy Norton contextualizes the global economy of chocolate 

and the colonizing exchange it fomented between South America, North America, and 

Europe.52 In comparison with these broader histories, Wendy Woloson’s Refined 

Tastes: Sugar, Confectionery and Consumers in 19th-Century America considers 

 
50 Camille Begin, Taste of the Nation: The New Deal Search For America’s Food (Champaign, IL: 
University of Illinois Press, 2016). 
51 April Merleaux, Sugar and Civilization: American Empire and the Cultural Politics of Sweetness (Chapel 
Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2015). 
52 Marcy Norton, Sacred Gifts, Profane Pleasures: A History of Tobacco and Chocolate in the Atlantic 
World (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2010). 
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confectionery in the United States, proposing sweets as an evolving form of cultural 

capital from the Industrial Revolution through the Gilded Age.  

Another growing category of food scholarship investigates ingredients and 

products used in baking, and is relevant to the study of desserts though plenty of baked 

goods are not sweet. Though the subject of Aaron Bobrow-Strain’s White Bread: A 

Social History of the Storebought Loaf is an American dietary staple rather than an 

indulgence, the book includes a valuable history of commercial baking’s industrialization 

in the United States, and it charts the changing social and cultural capital associated 

with baked goods in the early twentieth century.53 In Baking Powder Wars: The 

Cutthroat Food Fight That Revolutionized Cooking, Linda Civitello organizes the 

dynamic culinary and commercial history of a mundane chemical leavener and 

evidences the cultural value Americans invested in their home baking.54 Alysa Levene’s 

Cake: A Slice of History distills the sweetened baked good’s millennia of history into a 

concise overview of the ways ingredients, processes, and traditions have evolved 

around the globe.55 All of this literature contributes to a more thorough understanding of 

baking’s broader market systems. 

A number of recent books and articles explore American food vending and 

purveyance in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, and help to contextualize where 

and how Americans procured retail food. Tracey Deutsch’s Building a Housewife’s 

Paradise: Gender, Politics, and American Grocery Stores in the Twentieth Century 

 
53 Aaron Bobrow Strain, White Bread: A Social History of the Store-Bought Loaf (Boston: Beacon Press, 
2012). 
54 Linda Civitello, Baking Powder Wars: The Cutthroat Food Fight That Revolutionized Cooking 
(Champaign: University of Illinois Press, 2017).  
55 Alysa Levene, Cake: A Slice of History (New York: Pegasus Books, 2016). 
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explores the evolution of Chicago food shopping, which in the first decades of the 

twentieth century grew from local vendor-based markets to commercial supermarkets 

oriented in national chains; Deutsch’s analysis pivots on the political, social, and cultural 

labor that she identifies in the act of food purveyance.56 In Food Co-ops in America: 

Communities, Consumption and Economic Democracy, Anne Meis Knupfer outlines the 

political and economic agency that cooperative production and markets established 

alongside and despite dominant models.57 Ann McCleary’s article “Negotiating the 

Urban Marketplace: Farm Women’s Curb Markets in the 1930s” offers a concise 

analysis of how small urban street markets offered an income line to rural women with 

otherwise limited access to paid labor; equally valuable is McCleary’s illustration of the 

cultural capital that urban consumers identified in food procured outside of rising 

supermarket chains.58 Finally, Kyla Wazana Tompkins has significantly influenced this 

dissertation and my own research with her groundbreaking book Racial Indigestion: 

Eating Bodies in the 19th Century, which develops “critical eating studies” as an 

interdisciplinary framework through which she confronts the convergence of edibility, 

race, and the body.59 Each of these works helps to broadens both the definition and 

understanding of food studies, forging new ways to think about food, culture, and our 

consumption of both.  

 

 
56 Tracey Deutsch, Building a Housewife’s Paradise: Gender, Politics, and American Grocery Stores in 
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Plan of the Work 

 It has been my goal in this introduction to outline the broad significance of sweets 

in American diet and culture, and to define the unique socioeconomic conditions that 

shaped daily life in the 1930s. The chapters that follow will use this contextual 

knowledge as a foundation for close readings of cultural artifacts that used visual and 

material depictions of sweets to reflect, escape, or explore the lived experience during 

this period. In each of these texts and artifacts, depicted sweets exist in conjunction with 

ideology and infrastructure related to production and labor.  

 Chapter one looks at the Wheatsworth Gingerbread Castle in Hamburg, New 

Jersey, and explores how this roadside attraction served as an unlikely convergence 

point for nutrition, sweets, and fantasy. Wheatsworth, Inc., a commercial baking outfit 

that made whole wheat cookies, crackers, and flour, was one of the first American 

companies to successfully develop a national market share for processed health foods. 

Eager to capitalize on one of the company’s real estate holdings and inspired by a 

Metropolitan Opera production of Hänsel und Gretel, Wheatsworth president Frederick 

H. Bennett commissioned a grand architectural novelty for the New Jersey property: a 

three-story castle designed to look as though it were constructed from candy, cookies, 

and cake. Metropolitan Opera production designer and seminal interwar architect and 

design authority Joseph Urban designed the Castle, which shared its site with an 

existing Wheatsworth flour mill and processing plant. A whimsical recreational space 

alongside modern production facilities, the Gingerbread Castle’s use of fabricated 

sweets to promote both imagination and industry predicted a confectionery vernacular 

that would appear repeatedly in the following decade’s cultural artifacts. 



 29 

Cockaigne, an imaginary land of gastronomic abundance that suffused and 

inspired cultural texts throughout medieval Europe, contextualizes the confectionery 

themes explored in chapter two. This chapter examines five Depression-era animated 

films set in fantastic realms that teem with enormous, proliferate, or anthropomorphic 

confections. Produced between 1933 and 1937, these short cartoons reflect and 

reinterpret a number of conceits that underlie the notion of Cockaigne. The most 

fundamental of these is gastronomic in the broader category of Cockaigne, and 

confectionery in these American iterations. Across the imaginary worlds depicted in 

these cartoons, sweets organically compose the natural and built environments and the 

denizens who inhabit those spaces. Visitors may occupy and consume the edible 

landscape without guilt or shame, though not necessarily without consequence. And 

crucially, these realms and their provisioning require no labor of their colonizers. 

Freedom from work, inexhaustible resources, and proliferate indulgence posited true 

fantasy during a period in which joblessness was a crisis, surplus food an economic 

burden, and even simple luxuries were out of reach for many. With increasingly 

sophisticated technology and evolving mastery of technique, animation studios on both 

coasts conjured vibrant worlds whose imagined and imaginative confections coupled 

fantasies of abundance coupled with cautions of excess. 

While Depression-era Cockaigne cartoons divorced confectionery cornucopia 

from the labor and operations that production typically demands, a different set of 

animated texts from the same period tackled these phenomena head-on. Chapter three 

continues to explore the confectionery motifs in animated films of the 1930s, but shifts 

the focus from Cockaigne’s magical provisioning to the industrial mass production of 
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confections and baked goods. Across the four cartoons examined here, non-human 

workers, disproportionate scale, outlandish machinery, and impossible procedures 

emerged as common elements, constructing tropes that cast confectionery labor as a 

fun and fantastic endeavor that is no longer legible as labor. At the same time, notes of 

discord and anxiety also infused these scenarios, and quietly acknowledged the 

physical and psychic concessions that industrial capitalism demands from its workers. 

In a period of compromised indulgence and employment, confectionery production 

cartoons offered viewers a double fantasy predicated on abundant sweets and 

functional industry, but could not avoid visual reference to industrial labor’s psychic toll. 

 Industrialized confectionery production remains a central topic in chapter four, 

but the setting shifts from imaginary spaces on film to the real world of the 1939–40 

New York World’s Fair and the Continental Baking Company exhibit mounted there. The 

Continental site merged industrial production, fantasy, agrarianism, and titillation in an 

exhibit designed to sell baked goods, and to sell customers on modern baked-goods 

production. The Wonder Bakery that anchored the site was a visually striking facility in 

which the latest industrial technology and processes created mass-produced bread and 

cake. However, the disparate motifs that decorated the modernist bakery and the 

exhibit’s affiliated attractions betrayed an assumption that modernism and efficiency 

could not sufficiently attract and sustain public engagement. Fantasy characters that 

served as corporate brand ambassadors, a field of wheat, and a provocatively outfitted 

and thoroughly personified high-fashion scarecrow loaned a visual and thematic novelty 

that piqued public interest despite minimal relevance to Continental’s Wonder Bread 

and Hostess Cakes lines. At an event designed to celebrate “the World of Tomorrow” 
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and a site that sold popular sweet treats, the Wonder Bakery’s chaotic pastiche 

illustrates corporate and consumer expectations of recognizable whimsy in 

confectionery marketing. 

Finally, my conclusion queries the confectionery vernacular’s expression in the 

twenty-first–century United States, and explores how visual and material depictions of 

sweets during the Great Depression converse with similar imaginaries centered in 

cultural texts from the past decade. Consideration of the high-sugar American diet are 

central to this conversation, as are the serious health crises that overconsumption of 

sweets has fostered. No less relevant are the free market systems under which 

contemporary Americans face unprecedented economic exploitation in the form of 

income disparity, wage stagnation, and a predatory for-profit health care industry. In 

three recent texts, a culinary vernacular illuminates and probes these realities. In 

Whipped Cream, a 2016 American Ballet Theater adaption of Richard Strauss’s 1924 

ballet Schlagobers, a sweets-laden celebration turns into a surrealist nightmare when a 

young child’s overconsumption of dessert leads him into a feverish world of 

anthropomorphized treats and punitive medical professionals. I then turn my lens to 

digital media to consider how a comical selfie featuring an international ice cream 

chain’s corporate mascot supported two viral memes highlighting worker exploitation in 

the summer of 2018 and again in the spring of 2020 as the United States faced the 

encroaching Covid-19 pandemic. At the ballet and in these popular memes, cultural 

producers harnessed the visual language of sweets to express social commentary. 

Though the media and historical conditions that informed these texts differ from those at 

play in the artifacts explored in the interceding chapters, the confectionery vernacular 
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and the imaginaries it contains remain a vibrant and vital cultural language for 

articulating social and economic frustrations. 

 

Interventions in the Field 

Food is a biological necessity that nourishes and sustains life; a material 

commodity inseparable from ecological, economic, and political systems; and a cultural 

commodity whose associated rituals govern individual and collective identities. 

However, the food on our plates—and on the vine, at the supermarket, and in our 

stomachs—is not the only food that we consume. Depictions of food fill American visual 

art, the built environment, live performance, and digital media; sweets, in particular, 

have proved to be a popular subject and motif. Though imaged and imagined 

confections cannot impart the gustatory satisfactions that real sugary treats provide, 

thematic employment in the cultural landscape indicates that sweets are important and 

appealing signifiers. My research identifies some of the diverse confectionery depictions 

that emerged during the Great Depression and seeks to organize these mediatized and 

fabricated sweets into a unified vernacular that contends that moment’s lived 

experiences. In doing so, this dissertation makes interventions into two fields of 

scholarship: interwar cultural history and American foodways. 

Historians of the Great Depression have written much about the period’s cultural 

output, the products of which cannot be disengaged from the tumultuous economic and 

social conditions under which they were created. Texts and artifacts ranging from 

screwball comedies and William Faulkner novels to Mickey Mouse watches and 
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Streamline Moderne have garnered investigation and critique as reflections of American 

virtues and values in a historically contentious moment. No existing scholarship 

identifies or investigates the confectionery motifs that appeared throughout mass culture 

of the American 1930s, however, despite the myriad ways that depictions of sweets 

engaged prevalent economic anxieties and aspirations. My research breaks new ground 

in the cultural history of the Depression by presenting confectionery depictions as a 

unified category and cultural subject that directly engaged capitalism.  

This project intervenes in foodways scholarship first by encouraging a broader 

definition of food, one that is not defined by edibility. Though we cannot eat mediatized 

and fabricated confections, we still consume them through sensory channels. The 

cultural consumption of sweets codifies them as complex material, cultural, and 

economic signifiers. In my research I join a cadre of scholars for whom comprehensive 

foodways scholarship not only welcomes, but demands thorough consideration of food’s 

visual and material cultural context. Ultimately, this dissertation is a foodways project 

concerned with the surprising ways in which depictions of food infuse our lives, inform 

our understanding of cultural moments, and connect our lived experience to those of 

past and future generations. 

Historian Kaitlin Murphy comments that, “When used strategically, old objects, 

whether overtly didactic or subtly evocative, are more than mere historical relics: they 

performatively embody lost stories and lives. These objects become tools through which 

to visibly and tangibly bring the past into the present, to vitalize and promulgate memory 
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narratives, and to render physically tangible the link between the past and present.”60 

The amusement sites and animated films that constructed confectionery fantasies for 

public consumption in the American 1930s illustrate Murphy’s observation in the stories 

they tell and through the confectionery motifs they use to tell them. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
60 Kaitlin M. Murphy, Mapping Memory: Visuality, Affect, and Embodied Politics in the Americas (New 
York: Fordham University Press, 2015), 67. 
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Chapter One | Broadway to Roadside: 
Confectionery Fantasy and Attractive Industry at Wheatsworth Castle 

 
 

March 16. Dear Ruby:— Have sent Mag. and papers to date will do my 
best about sending all I can. Times are dreadful here we have the 
Democratic party in power and they are composed of our worst kind of 
people—and we expect four years of very hard times we will be ruled 
entirely by Catholics as that is what the majority of that party are. The man 
who is President is no good for a President at all. I would not be surprised 
if we have Revolution here—he closed all the banks the minute he came 
in power and even now we cannot draw only a certain amount of our own 
money— love Betty 61 

 
 

Written twelve days after Franklin Roosevelt’s first presidential inauguration in 

1933, the above message unambiguously conveys its writer’s disgust for the new 

administration and frustration with its policies. Prejudice and histrionics color Betty’s 

sentiments, but cannot disguise her raw fear during a precipitous moment in which the 

American banking system threatened total collapse.62 The bank crisis compounded the 

pervasive socioeconomic trauma that gripped the country as the Depression slid into its 

fourth year, and under these deeply stressful conditions Betty’s rancorous anxiety was 

understandable, if ugly. Less congruous was the stationery that she used to express her 

discontent: a postcard depicting a black-and-white photograph of an ornate and 

strikingly lit castle fabricated to look as though it were constructed from candy and other  

 
61 Betty, postcard to Ruby, March 16, 1933, author’s collection. Though the handwritten date does not 
include a year, the text’s lamentation that the president had “closed all the banks the minute he came in 
power” is surely a reference to the Emergency Banking Relief Act, passed at Franklin D. Roosevelt’s 
behest shortly after his first inauguration, allows us to confidently date the card to March 16, 1933. 
Roosevelt’s inauguration on March 4 marked the third week of a nationwide banking crisis during which 
thirty-two states were forced to declare bank holidays in the face of imminent collapse due to mass 
account closures. The new president promptly declared a national bank holiday and convened a special 
session of Congress to address the crisis. The session produced and passed the Emergency Banking 
Act, which among other things gave the federal government greater oversight of banks and facilitated 
currency issuance. The banks reopened on March 13. David M. Kennedy, The American People in the 
Great Depression (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), 132-136 
62 Kennedy, The American People in the Great Depression, 132–133. 
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Fig. 1.1 Wheatsworth Gingerbread Castle postcard. Author’s Collection. 
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sweets. On the reverse side, Betty had carefully written her note around a preprinted 

block of text that promised, “How the children thrill when they explore this magic Ginger 

Bread Castle designed by the great Joseph Urban! And grown ups, too, will enjoy this 

unique outdoor stage setting, and the historic Wheatsworth Mill of National Biscuit 

Company, ‘Uneeda Bakers,’ at Hamburg, N.J. The original mill was built there in 1808.” 

The lineaments by which an anti-Roosevelt polemic might relate to a “unique 

outdoor stage setting” are nearly impossible to fathom, but the appearance of the 

Wheatsworth Gingerbread Castle in a complex cultural text is fitting. Incongruity and 

contradiction defined the Castle, a lavish architectural endeavor that opened in 1930, a 

new moment of austerity in both economy and design, a monument to sugary excess 

that promoted the commercial output of a baking company’s nutritious product line, and 

a fairy tale fantasia built on an industrial production site. Across these complex 

affiliations, the structure’s confectionery motif emerged as an apparatus that deliberately 

and effectively distinguished its architectural design, heightened the thematic fantasy, 

and captured the public imagination.  

The Gingerbread Castle provides a useful starting point in which to investigate 

Depression-era confectionery imaginaries. Most obviously, the Castle’s design 

embraces a visual and material motif predicated on imagined sweet edibility. However, 

the sugary aesthetic had little in common with the whole wheat snacks that 

Wheatsworth, Inc., produced, and this dissonance invites deeper consideration of the 

role of sugar and sweetness in nutritional commodification. The chronological moment 

in which the Castle emerged facilitates another useful study in contrasts: designed and 

constructed in the last heady years before recession set in, and with a grand opening 
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six months after Black Monday, the attraction straddled the economic turning point 

initiating the Depression and a new decade. Above all, the Castle illustrates the 

complex network of phenomena that influence the deployment and consumption of 

confectionery motifs in the cultural landscape. Industrialization, European aesthetics, 

car culture, and the mythologization of history all directly informed the development of 

this confectionery fantasy space. The Wheatsworth Gingerbread Castle and the 

circumstances of its creation illustrate the pastiche at play in any confectionery 

vernacular. 

 

Nutrition and Industry 

Industrial Origins 

In this chapter, as in the lived experience of many a frustrated child, we must 

countenance nutrition before digging into promised confections. The corporate and 

scientific history of the Wheatsworth company and the whole wheat products it 

manufactured are undeniably less colorful—literally and metaphorically—than the 

Gingerbread Castle and its material fantasy. It is impossible to understand the Castle’s 

significance without a thorough sense of the industrial baking and health food systems 

with which it was intrinsically linked, however, because those systems contribute to the 

conditions from which confectionery fantasy ostensibly offers relief. 

Wheatsworth Gingerbread Castle was the brainchild of commercial bakery owner 

and health food advocate Frederick H. Bennett, who conceived the attraction to direct 

attention to the Wheatsworth line of whole wheat snacks and flours that anchored his 

bakery’s commercial success. Scanty records occlude much of Bennett’s personal life, 



 39 

but trade and economic reportage construct a somewhat more comprehensive 

professional narrative. His first known enterprise, the F.H. Bennett Biscuit Company. 

Established in Manhattan’s Lower East Side in 1907 with a $55,000 investment 

(approximately $1.5 million in 2021 dollars), endured a series of operational disasters 

that included equipment failure, fire, and disease among the livery teams that pulled 

delivery wagons. On the market side, the company’s outsized product line failed to 

establish a loyal customer base.63 Mounting hardships threatened to derail the 

enterprise entirely until Bennett’s development of a dog biscuit made from 

slaughterhouse milk run-off. The product’s economical ingredient sourcing might not 

have loaned itself to snappy ad copy, but the biscuit “made in the bone-like shape most 

attractive to dogs” satisfied pets and their owners alike.64 By 1915 Bennett had patented 

the form, registered the Milk-Bone trade name, and seen his professional fortunes turn 

with the canine product line whose strong market success “crowded out most of the 

other bakery products” that the Bennett Biscuit Company produced.65 However, the 

financial security that Milk-Bone afforded allowed for research and development in 

baked goods for human consumers, and in the early 1910s the Wheatsworth line of 

whole wheat products joined Milk-Bone as one of Bennett’s staple brands. 

 
63 F.H. Bennett, “Wheatsworth,” The N.B.C. (April 1931): 14. An important source clarification: though its 
title invites confusion with the National Broadcasting Company, The N.B.C. was the corporate publication 
of the National Biscuit Company (Nabisco). A 1927 Los Angeles Times column alludes to Bennett’s 
having established his bakery in partnership with two of his brothers, both unnamed and neither of whom 
are included in any collateral or press coverage related to the castle: William Russell White, “Growth of 
Biscuit Concern Reflects Increasing Call for Health Food Brands,” Los Angeles Times, November 19, 
1927, 12.  
64 Advertisement: Maltoid Milk-Bone, Harford Courant, November 16, 1910, 6. 
65 Bennett, “Wheatsworth,” 14; Robert Klara, “Milk Bone Dog Biscuits,” Ad Week vol. 57, no. 38 
(November 14, 2016): 27–28. 
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By the early twentieth century, an increasingly sophisticated understanding of 

nutritional science accurately identified the relative health benefits of some foods over 

others. For nineteenth-century dietary reformers, theological and ideological rationales 

had more commonly informed the promotion of minimally processed foods like whole 

wheat, whose bran and germ remain intact in order to preserve the additional vitamins 

and fiber contained therein. Frequently affiliated with Utopian, Transcendentalist, and 

Christian movements, early health-food advocates sought to “reaffirm the relationship 

between man and nature through the vehicle of nutrition” in a theological expression 

that aligned physical and spiritual well-being, and vested dietary choices with 

consequences for both body and soul.66 Presbyterian minister Sylvester Graham (1797–

1851) remains the best-known of these crusaders due to his name’s continued 

attachment to unbolted graham flour and the snack commonly made from it, the graham 

cracker. Graham’s fevered campaign against masturbation and avarice commanded 

abstinence from sugar, meat, condiments, and other favored foods, and championed 

wholemeals as effective vice suppressants in a conflation of nutrition, celibacy, and 

nationalism that translated into an “implicitly racialized and civilizationist construction of 

an ideal American diet.”67 Americans overwhelmingly rejected Graham’s prescriptions, 

which proved too moralistic even for the white Christian middle classes, and other 

radical sectarians saw similarly limited success in promoting widespread dietary 

change. 

 
66 Susan Williams, Savory Suppers and Fashionable Feasts: Dining in Victorian America (New York: 
Pantheon Books, 1985), 94. 
67 Kyla Wazana Tompkins, Racial Indigestion: Eating Bodies in 19th Century America (New York: New 
York University Press, 2012), 54. 
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Mainstream adoption of nutritional edicts would not gain real traction until 

century’s end, when the emerging home economics movement centered nutrition and 

nourishment as domestic and national mandates. Methodological rigor helped to 

legitimize domestic science as a discipline, but in many respects the field merely 

expanded the rationale by which a white middle class claimed authority. Though 

Calvinistic sanctions were less likely to factor into meal planning and women assumed 

significantly more power—and responsibility—to prescribe dietary habits, such power 

effectively amounted to the same social policing by which religious and Temperance 

reformers sought to control followers in the previous century.68 Modern science could 

validate the biological benefits of nutritious foods, but could not entirely excise their 

orientation to moral standing.  

Bennett was a vegetarian and came to adopt (or, at the very least, espouse) a 

degree of nutritional evangelism, but secular and inconsistent advocacy differentiated 

him from his more fervent predecessors and contemporaries.69 By his own account, the 

idea to develop whole wheat products did not occur to him until the company's 

enormous general line of “over 100 varieties of crackers and cakes” proved 

unprofitable.70 His ambivalent foray into the milling business in 1914 came only after a 

friend advised that the Bennett Biscuit Company could produce a whole wheat flour 

superior to and cheaper than that which they were currently outsourcing.71 Bennett’s 

 
68 Sarah Stage, “Ellen Richards and the Social Significance of the Home Economics Movement” in 
Rethinking Home Economics: Women and the History of a Profession, eds. Sarah Stage and Virginia B. 
Vincetti (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1997), 23–25. 
69 A 1927 article in Vegetarian and Fruitarian magazine identifies Bennett as vegetarian and excerpts a 
letter in which he declares that he is “‘keen to make Wheatsworth Crackers with vegetable fat’” for a fully 
vegetarian product,” a goal he later achieved. “Wheat: An Ideal,” Vegetarian and Fruitarian, September 1, 
1927. 
70 Bennett, “Wheatsworth,” 14. 
71 Bennett, “Wheatsworth,” 14–15. 
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cautious satisfaction with both the resulting flour and the biscuits made from it, which 

appear to have been on the market by 1915, contribute to a picture of an industrious but 

uninspired chief executive.72 In his own account, however, this period of entrepreneurial 

conservatism ended with an epiphany: 

[…] I did not appreciate food value and the true significance of what we 
were doing. Becoming more interested in the food problem, it eventually 
dawned upon me that Nature provides perfect foods for man; that man is 
adapted by nature to a world of natural foods and that we ought to 
produce, if possible, a 100% natural Graham-flour Cracker.73 
 
 
This abrupt acceleration from whole-wheat recipe testing to natural foods 

obsession represented a near-hagiographic conversion, though Bennett offers no 

catalyst for the pivot other than vague interest in “the food problem.” Unacknowledged, 

too, is the considerable processing required to produce any commercial crackers, even 

whole wheat ones: nature might provide perfect foods, but industry more typically 

prepared, packaged, and distributed them.74 Initial ambivalence does not challenge 

Bennett’s later commitment to the nutritional line, but his “new realization” undeniably 

facilitated future profits. Whether rooted in sincere nutritional conviction, shrewd market 

appraisal, a bold gamble on disruption, or some other factor altogether, Bennett’s 

commitment to developing a whole-wheat product line was perfectly timed to 

accommodate a growing market for nutritious foods. 

 

 
72 The Wheatsworth biscuit was akin to an English-style biscuit, that is, a cracker or crisp cookie, not the 
American-style soft biscuit of limited shelf stability. The first print advertisements referencing Wheatsworth 
whole wheat biscuits appeared in American newspapers in 1915, with the first reference to “Wheatsworth 
graham crackers” appearing in print advertisements in 1921.  
73 Bennett, “Wheatsworth,” 15. 
74 Kathleen Leonard Turner, “A Matter of Class: Food in the United States, 1879–1890” in Food in the 
American Gilded Age, ed. Helen Zoe Veit (East Lansing: Michigan State University Press, 2017), 14–15. 
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Wheatsworth on the Market 

References to Wheatsworth in early twentieth–century media reflect steady 

growth of both the brand and the American market for health foods. The company’s 

New York and New Jersey facilities are the only ones referenced in press coverage 

from that time, but a 1914 Wheatsworth advertisement in the Cincinnati Enquirer 

promoting “Something new; made from real whole wheat,” indicates a new breadth of 

distribution.75 By the 1920s, the brand appears to have been well established, and its 

presence in newspapers and magazines advertisements around the country suggest 

that there were few markets in which Wheatsworth products were unavailable.76 In 1920 

Wheatsworth crackers appeared on the daily luncheon menu at New York’s Guarantee 

Trust Company, where “every employee of the bank, from the page to the president, 

have the same meals,” an inclusion that indicated the snack’s perceived suitability for a 

population diverse in age, wealth, and social esteem.77 That same year, the New York 

Herald conducted a comparison test of whole wheat flours in which Wheatsworth, the 

only branded, 100 percent whole-wheat contender, received special praise from 

domestic scientist Anna Stanley for its fine texture and “exceptionally good flavor, a little 

sweeter than the others.”78 Company profits increased every year throughout the 

decade, and in 1927 the F.H. Bennett Biscuit Co. changed its name to Wheatsworth, 

Inc. in order to best capitalize on the brand’s appeal.79 

 
75 Wheatsworth advertisement, Cincinnati Enquirer (December 6, 1914), 3. 
76 “Completeness of Outfit,” The N.B.C. (April 1931): 16.  
77 Arnold Prince, “Many Hurdles in the Way of Getting a Wall Street Job,” New York Herald, November 
21, 1920, E3. 
78 Anna Stanley, “Wheat—the Whole of the Wheat—and How to Use It” New York Tribune, March 7, 
1920. The competition’s other contenders included home ground whole wheat, imitation graham flour, 
and Franklin Mills “entire” wheat flour in which the bran was partially removed. 
79 “Will Be Wheatsworth, Inc.,” New York Times, August 24, 1927. 
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