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Praise for The Cigarette Century


“Brandt the historian shines in this tome. The research is thorough; his assertions are meticulously documented.”

—Charlotte Observer

 



“Brandt’s admirable skills as a researcher and analyst are in full flower here.”

—New York Times Book Review

 



“I can’t remember the last time I read a more scathing indictment of corporate malfeasance.”

—Washington Post


 



“The most comprehensive account [of tobacco historiography] to date.”

—Science


 



“[A] superb book. . . . Brandt took his time to get it right, and the end result is a masterful account of what he calls the cigarette century.”

—New England Journal of Medicine


 



“Brandt has an acute eye for the larger cultural and institutional dimensions of the tobacco narrative. . . . The Cigarette Century is thus a thought-provoking account of tobacco as a key defining constituent of life in America over the course of the 20th century.”

—American Scientist


 



“Brandt is a Harvard professor of medical history with a long title, a hawk eye for detail and an avenging spirit.”

—Bloomberg News Wire


 



“[A] detailed, illuminating book . . . But if the companies sometimes seemed to be getting away with murder in the courts, they don’t get away with it in Brandt’s book, which painstakingly documents this depressing sideshow in American corporate history.”

—New York Review of Books


 



“Highly readable, exhaustively researched . . . fascinating (and shocking).”

—Publishers Weekly


“In this smoke-filled room of a book, full of secrets and closed files, medical historian and expert witness Brandt reveals just what Big Tobacco has wrought in the last 125 years.”

—Kirkus


 



“[T]he revelations come thick and fast . . . an exhaustive and highly entertaining take.”

—The New York Post


 



“Brandt makes an important contribution to the field of public history as well as to medical and scientific debates.”

—American Historical Review


 



“Brandt makes it maddeningly clear that the industry knew that its products might be dangerous from about 1950 on, but did a bang-up job of obfuscating the risks.”

—The Week


 



“At 600 pages, it’s an academically rigorous indictment of the industry, its deceptive practices and its devastating impact on public health. But the book is also, in parts, surprisingly fun.”

—Newsweek.com


 



“[A] meticulously researched and passionately argued history of smoking in America . . . impressive command of the vast tobacco archive . . . Brandt is massively persuasive in representing the risks that cigarettes and tobacco pose to public health.”

—Slate

 



“Allan Brandt’s long-awaited history of the cigarette in America uncovers the extraordinary lengths to which the tobacco industry has gone to hide the health consequences of smoking. Thoroughly researched and engagingly written, The Cigarette Century is destined to become a classic.”

—Randall M. Packard, William H. Welch Professor of the History of Medicine, Johns Hopkins University

 



“A thought-provoking, unbelievable story about the long and arduous road to the truth: Tobacco is a dire threat to humanity.”

—Gro Harlem Brundtland, Former Director-General of the World Health Organization and Former Prime Minister of Norway

“This is the story of how greed and self-interest perverted industry, science, and politics to create and prolong an enormous man-made epidemic. It is a fascinating piece of American history, prodigious in its research and a pleasure to read. Like all good history books, it has resonance today.”

—Tracy Kidder, author of Mountains Beyond Mountains and a recipient of the Pulitzer Prize and the National Book Award

 



“The Cigarette Century is a brilliant history of America’s struggle with cigarettes and with the tobacco industry. It should help to prepare the next generation of public health leaders to deal not only with tobacco but with other threats to human health as well.”

—Dr. David Satcher, 16th U. S. Surgeon General

 



“A masterful analysis of the rise and fall of Joe Camel’s industry by
America’s leading historian of public health. Brandt has produced another
classic, illuminating an iconic piece of US history in a gripping narrative.
 The Cigarette Century is a story about corporate power, health citizenship
and institutions of governance but ultimately it is a tale of lost innocence
about what it meant to be cool in American culture.”

—Dorothy Porter PhD, Chair,
Department of Anthropology, History and Social Medicine,
University of California at San Francisco

 



“Allan Brandt has vividly illustrated how the interaction of culture, biology and disease brought about a pandemic that will result in one billion smoking-related deaths the world over during the 21st century. A must read.”

—Michael Merson, MD, Director, Global Health Institute, Duke University

 



“For decades tobacco companies have killed more Americans than all the armies, terrorists, and criminals combined. In this morally revolting story, Allan Brandt exposes the biggest public-health scandal of the past century. His passionate though evenhanded history is destined to become a classic.”

—Ronald L. Numbers, Hilldale Professor of the History of Science and Medicine at the University of Wisconsin


“The Cigarette Century presents a sordid history of the most duplicitous industry of our time. Allan Brandt documents a consistent pattern of deception, intimidation, and fraud extending over a five decade span. If you don’t feel outraged after reading this important book, you are an even cooler customer than Joe Camel.”

—Dr. Steve Schroeder, Professor UCSF School of Medicine and former President of the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation

 



“A well-written exposé of the reality that cigarette companies and their executives neither die, nor fade away. Only their customers do.”

—Joseph A. Califano, Jr., Chairman and President of
The National Center on Addiction and Substance Abuse (CASA)
at Columbia University and former Secretary of Health,
Education and Welfare



 



“A brave book . . . The reader is in the hands of a master.”

—Jordan Goodman, Welcome Trust Centre for the History of Medicine at University College London
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For Shelly,  
Daniel and Jacob





To the Princess, it was an enigma why anyone would smoke, yet the answer seems simple enough when we station ourselves at that profound interface of nature and culture formed when people take something from the natural world and incorporate it into their bodies.

Three of the four elements are shared by all creatures, but fire was a gift to humans alone. Smoking cigarettes is as intimate as we can become with fire without immediate excruciation. Every smoker is an embodiment of Prometheus, stealing fire from the gods and bringing it on back home. We smoke to capture the power of the sun, to pacify Hell, to identify with the primordial spark, to feed on the marrow of the volcano. It’s not the tobacco we’re after but the fire. When we smoke, we are performing a version of the fire dance, a ritual as ancient as lightning.

Does that mean that chain smokers are religious fanatics? You must admit there’s a similarity.

The lung of the smoker is a naked virgin thrown as a sacrifice into the godfire.

TOM ROBBINS, STILL LIFE WITH  
WOODPECKER, 1980






Introduction

The Camel Man and Me


IN 1961, WHEN I was seven years old, my parents took me to New York City for the first time. In this, my introduction to the city’s many sights and attractions, nothing elicited my attention and fascination more than the famous Camel billboard looming above Times Square. The Camel Man blew endless perfect smoke rings into the neon-lit night sky. I was quite simply amazed. The sheer size of the display, the wafting of the smoke, and the commercial tumult left me in a state of awe. Certainly, I was already aware from my parents’ warnings that smoking was “bad for you.” Perhaps this threat was yet another reason why the Camel sign held my attention in ways that the art at the Metropolitan Museum could not. Someday maybe I would blow giant smoke rings. Not.

The Camel Man had gone into operation to great fanfare just days after Pearl Harbor, on December 11, 1941. The brainchild of billboard designer extraordinaire Douglas Leigh, the sign was located above the Hotel Claridge at Forty-Fourth Street and Broadway. At the time of its construction, the billboard cost some $35,000, and Reynolds paid nearly $10,000 a month to rent the space from Leigh. He designed the sign and invented the steam machine that would metronomically expel fifteen rings per minute, each two feet in diameter. Among other accomplishments, Leigh would also design in Times Square a steaming coffee cup for an A&P billboard and a block-long waterfall on a Pepsi-Cola billboard, as well as the lights that topped the Empire State Building. Widely recognized as the greatest billboard impresario of the twentieth century, Leigh rejected the common term billboard; he was constructing spectaculars.1 At seven, I could attest to Leigh’s success.

Here, at the crossroads of the world, the Camel billboard signified the triumph of the cigarette in the mid-twentieth century as well as the success of modern American marketing and commerce. In 1941, cigarette use was on a steeply rising trajectory, a behavior with almost universal acceptance and appeal. The Camel Man, confidently blowing his perfect rings into the Great White Way, marked just how far the cigarette had come in a relatively short span of time. At this American center of sales, shows, and sex, the Camel Man performed for the multitudes below. During the war, he was typically found in uniform (Navy, Army, Marines). Even when the Times Square lights went down in a blackout during the war, he continued to smoke.2 He returned to civilian life following the war, often appearing in boating garb. During my visit in 1961, he appeared in uniform again, this time as a football player. No doubt, such powerful male icons had particular appeal to seven-year-old boys.

The Camel Man had earned his dominating view of Times Square through determination, hard work, and brilliant innovation in marketing and promotion. As recently as 1900, the cigarette had been a stigmatized and little-used product constituting a small minority of the tobacco consumed in the United States. Its rise to cultural dominance by mid-century marked a remarkable historical shift that brought together developments in business organization and consumer behavior as well as deeper changes in the morals and mores of American society. The movement of the cigarette from the periphery of cultural practice to its center encompassed critical innovations in production technologies, advertising, design, and social behaviors. The tobacco industry both utilized and helped to foment deeper changes in the culture that served to promote cigarette use. The ability of the industry to both read and shape the emergence of these new cultural forces was striking, and it distinguishes the cigarette as the prototypical—indeed emblematic—product of the century. The cigarette came to be a central symbol of attractiveness, beauty, and power. This transformation engaged social values about pleasure, leisure, sexuality, and gender.

But the cigarette’s iconic position in the consumer culture represents only one prong of its historical significance. Indeed, there are few elements of American life in the last century that examining the cigarette leaves unexposed. It seems striking that a product of such little utility, ephemeral in its very nature, could be such an encompassing vehicle for understanding  the past. But the cigarette permeates twentieth-century America as smoke fills an enclosed room. There are few, if any, central aspects of American society that are truly smoke-free in the last century. This book centers attention on how the cigarette deeply penetrated American culture. We have witnessed the remarkable success of smoking as a social convention, as well as its ignominious demise. These shifts in cultural meanings and practices have profoundly altered patterns of human health and disease through the twentieth century. As a result, this book attempts to link meaning to materiality. The cigarette fundamentally demonstrates the historical interplay of culture, biology, and disease. As we now know, the rise of the cigarette was sustained not only by convention and personal psychology, but by the powerfully addictive properties of the nicotine in tobacco. The Camel Man was the ultimate chain-smoker.

As I followed his circular exhalations into the night sky, medical science had only recently, in the previous decades, attained a fundamental determination of the often deadly harms smoking posed for health. The cigarette had drawn fire from critics ever since its popular introduction in the nineteenth century, with many of those opposed to smoking having voiced important health concerns. The medical literature of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries is replete with testimony to the multiple perils of tobacco. Nonetheless, the cigarette had largely trumped these objections by the 1930s as it became ubiquitous. Smoking came to be considered a behavior of medical discretion, an issue requiring the clinical judgment of physicians treating patients who might exhibit the telltale symptoms of immoderate use, smoker’s cough, or smoker’s heart.

A steep rise in lung cancer—a disease virtually unknown at the turn of the twentieth century—had, however, ominously followed in the wake of the rise of the cigarette. In the early 1950s, the relationship of these two trends would be explicitly and scientifically linked. When I visited with the Camel Man in 1961, substantial scientific investigations had concluded that smoking caused lung cancer and other serious disease. Although medical concerns had percolated as the cigarette rose to prominence, it had been difficult to achieve this scientific knowledge. Physicians and public health officials had long debated the impact of smoking on health and the best methods to assess its risks. Even though the relationship of cigarettes to disease is today perhaps the epiphenomenal fact of modern medicine,  demonstrating this connection required a fundamental transformation in medical ways of knowing in the mid-twentieth century.

Research into the harms of cigarette smoking in the 1940s and 1950s generated breakthroughs in modern epidemiological thought, as well as technical innovations upon which subsequent medical knowledge would firmly rest. Although many clinicians had concluded that smoking could cause disease and death based on their experiences with patients, individual doctors lacked the capacity to demonstrate conclusively this connection in the 1940s. The historical application of innovative methods of causal inference is inextricably tied to proving the harms of smoking. At the core of this narrative are critical questions about the processes by which new scientific knowledge is ultimately achieved. All the while, the tobacco industry worked diligently to disrupt the course of this scientific investigation. The industry’s strategic campaign to obscure and confuse the ongoing scientific enterprise would significantly impede public acceptance and understanding of these important findings. Fundamental questions about knowing, and about how we know, are illuminated by examining the obstacles that medical science and the public confronted as cigarettes came to be indicted as a powerful cause of serious disease and death.

In January 1966, two years after the historic news conference held by Surgeon General Luther Terry announcing—unequivocally and with the government’s seal of approval—that cigarette smoking in fact causes lung cancer, the Camel Man quit smoking; the billboard came down. When R.J. Reynolds announced that “the longest running hit on Broadway” would be dismantled, its advertising agency, the William Esty Company, denied any connection to the rising public concerns about the impact of cigarettes on health.3 Yet another example of a disingenuous industry denial; at that time, the industry continued to insist vigorously that there was “no proof ” that cigarettes were harmful. Despite the pathbreaking scientific research demonstrating the hazards of smoking, the industry continued to argue for the next three decades that the evidence indicting smoking was neither scientific nor convincing.

The debate about smoking and its regulation would turn explicitly to the political arena in the years following the release of the surgeon general’s report. The history of efforts to regulate the cigarette—and their relative ineffectiveness—demonstrated the power of the industry to disrupt public  health, just as it had disrupted science. If the tobacco industry did not invent special interest lobbying, they raised it to a new art form in the establishment of the Tobacco Institute in 1958. Each time Congress took up the question of tobacco and public health, proposed regulations were either fully dismantled or had the not-so-ironic impact of actually favoring Big Tobacco. Following the surgeon general’s findings that smoking caused lung cancer, the first required warning labels simply proclaimed: “Caution: Cigarette Smoking May Be Hazardous to Your Health.” Attempts to develop public health approaches to reduce the prevalence of smoking were stymied in Congress repeatedly. Although public anxieties about the cigarette rose in the immediate aftermath of the report, by the time the Camel Man abandoned Broadway in 1966, Americans were again smoking in record numbers. Nearly half of all adults were regular smokers in the years before 1970.4


Not only did the tobacco industry effectively thwart tobacco regulation, they also shaped the public meanings of smoking to their benefit. Even as the health risks of smoking came to be more widely recognized and understood, it was still possible to argue that to smoke or not to smoke was simply an issue of personal agency. According to this logic (strongly endorsed by the industry): once apprised of the risks (with labels on every package beginning in 1966), the “decision” should be left to the individual. Antitobacco efforts faltered for at least two reasons. First, they could not compete effectively with the massive resources of the industry. And second, deep cultural sentiment (encouraged and sustained by the industry) viewed tobacco regulation as offensively paternalistic.5 After all, wasn’t smoking a matter of individual choice? In the great marketplace of ideas and products that constituted American consumerism, individuals could and should make their own decisions about smoking. The companies successfully utilized a deeply traditional American cultural norm that held individuals uniquely responsible for their health. As the knowledge of smoking’s harms came to be widely disseminated, rather than drawing attention to the actions of the industry, many came to agree that individuals should either quit or bear the consequences. To hold the industry responsible for such individual failings seemed to violate core American values of individual agency and responsibility. Powerful American images of independence and autonomy came to be reflected in cigarette promotion and advertising. 


Philip Morris, for example, sought to link the Marlboro Man—an invention of the mid-1950s—with the lone cowboy and the myth of the frontier. Tobacco regulation faltered on the shoals of American individualism, with its consequent hostility to governmental paternalism.

When public health advocates failed to breech the well-fortified ramparts of Washington politics, they soon looked to open up new fronts in the tobacco wars where grassroots guerillas might have greater success. At some distance from K Street where lobbyists held court at the Tobacco Institute, antitobacco forces deployed new evidence of the harms of passive smoking to considerable success. In this way, they began to reshape the politics of regulation. The growing evidence that smoke harmed nonsmokers, who did not “assume” the risks of smoking, began to erode traditional arguments. If Americans had high tolerance for “assumed” risks, they had low—to no—tolerance for unwanted “exposure.”

Still, having lost most battles in the halls of Congress, antitobacco leaders also soon opened a new front in the courtroom. The tobacco companies had at first defended against such suits, claiming that there was no compelling scientific evidence of smoking’s harmful impact. And while they never quite abandoned this argument, as time went by they increasingly relied on the assertion that individuals who smoked must take responsibility for their own “decision” to smoke—that smoking was the preeminent “voluntary” health risk. The fundamental question adjudicated in litigation was: who is responsible for the harms of smoking? In a rising tide of litigation, as individuals came forward to sue the industry for the harms they incurred as a result of smoking, the industry would assert the plaintiff ’s individual responsibility. From the 1950s, when the first litigation was brought, until the late 1980s, this argument consistently trumped the claims of smokers. By the early 1990s, the industry had never paid a cent in litigation, a record that they widely publicized as a means of discouraging prospective plaintiffs and their lawyers.

By the 1980s and 1990s, however, these arguments had begun to wear thin. And a series of forces radically destabilized the industry. American smokers had begun to give up their cigarettes in record numbers as the cigarette underwent a cultural transformation. In an age of considerable skepticism about the ability to change behaviors in the name of health, Americans quit smoking in record numbers. On the twenty-fifth anniversary  of the first surgeon general’s report, the current surgeon general, C. Everett Koop, announced that as a result of reductions in tobacco use and lower rates of initiation among children and teenagers, over 750,000 lives had been saved.6 By the early 1990s, smoking rates—spurred by powerful shifts in the social meaning of cigarette use—would dip in the United States to approximately 25 percent, the lowest rates since the 1920s.

These changes in smoking prevalence did not go unnoticed within the tobacco industry. At R.J. Reynolds, for example, it became clear that their most popular brands, Winston and Salem, principally appealed to older smokers, those between forty-five and sixty, a market segment in decline from both quitting and deaths. R.J. Reynolds, evaluating these portentous changes, came to the decision to reinvest in the Camel brand, which had fared especially poorly in the years following the disappearance of the Camel Man from Times Square. As one R.J. Reynolds executive explained, young smokers between the ages of fourteen and twenty-four “represent tomorrow’s cigarette business.”7 As part of a new advertising campaign, a Camel billboard returned to Times Square to much fanfare in June 1989, now in the form of a 37.5-foot-high cartoon camel named Joe, rendered in green, blue, and white neon. Joe rivaled the Camel Man in the deployment of high-tech promotion. The new sign would cost R.J. Reynolds more than $1.6 million to design and erect, and nearly $45,000 per month to operate. “The billboard will make an even bigger impact than the original smoking Camel billboard, which was a Times Square landmark for many years,”8 explained one R.J. Reynolds executive. The Joe Camel billboard, R.J. Reynolds proudly explained, required 8.5 miles of wiring and more than a mile and a half of neon.9


This billboard was only one especially extravagant facet of a much broader campaign using the Joe Camel cartoon figure. Joe promised to meet R.J. Reynolds’s objective of “youthening” the brand. From its inception, the new campaign drew intense fire from the increasingly well-organized antitobacco movement. It was no surprise that the offensive launched by R.J. Reynolds in the Joe Camel campaign immediately provoked defensive maneuvers by tobacco control advocates and public health officials. Both his cartoon image and the tone of the ads easily pointed to kid appeal. The antitobacco campaign, since its inception, had focused on preventing children from taking up smoking. R.J. Reynolds, no doubt, understood that Joe  would be the center of a vocal protest. And they devised a clear strategy to respond to critics of the campaign. Cartoons, they suggested, promoted many products from household cleaners (Mr. Clean) to motels (Garfield). Did the Jolly Green Giant convince youngsters to purchase green vegetables? According to industry apologists, no one could claim that these promotions were directed principally at children. For executives with experience in the tobacco wars, responding to critics marked a challenge to be met rather than a moral or ethical dilemma restricting action.10


Sophisticated critics within the antitobacco movement understood that simply claiming that Joe appealed to kids would be inadequate in any successful attack on the industry. These activists duly recognized the importance of translating public assumptions about the goals of the Joe Camel campaign into research findings. Just as researchers in the 1940s and 1950s had sought to causally link cigarettes and disease, researchers in the early 1990s sought to causally link advertising with the use of cigarettes among underage children. Soon a series of studies designed to evaluate the appeal and impact of the Camel campaign on young smokers appeared in the influential Journal of the American Medical Association (JAMA). Publication in  JAMA promised widespread media attention of several investigations designed to assess the impact of the campaign. In these studies, researchers sought to attack a series of traditional tobacco-advertising defenses. Since the 1950s, tobacco companies had insisted that advertising was designed merely to encourage patrons to maintain (or switch) brands, not to seek new smokers; that tobacco ads did not increase the overall use of tobacco products; and that tobacco promotion did not encourage the initiation of smoking among children and adolescents. One of the studies compared the recognition of Joe Camel among high school students and adults. Not surprisingly, the students were more likely to have seen Joe, associate him with R.J. Reynolds, and have a positive evaluation of his pitch. This same article concluded that Camel’s share of the underage market had gone from 0.5 percent to 32.8 percent since the inception of the campaign. According to this report, the illegal cigarette market accounted for $476 million in the United States each year.11


Even more damning, however, was another study reported in this same  JAMA issue that found that among children between the ages of three and six, Joe’s recognition rate approached that of Mickey Mouse. Dr. Paul  Fischer, a pediatrician at the Medical College of Georgia, devised a study in which children were asked to pair cards representing popular advertising logos and figures with their products. This study galvanized the media and generated new outrage among the public. It rates as one of the most influential studies in the history of the modern tobacco wars.12 R.J. Reynolds’s marketing entered a new phase of intensive scrutiny and calls for regulation. Even if R.J. Reynolds continued to declare that it had no interest in underage smokers, this research into the recognition and appeal of Joe Camel worked to subvert such claims. Further, the study revealed a critical aspect of tobacco advertising: it was not specifically directed at teens about to try cigarettes for the first time; its appeals went much younger. One could easily conclude from such a study that R.J. Reynolds was eager to create appeals for tobacco that would hold a sympathetic audience from very young ages. Although the authors of these articles had strong advocacy positions in the tobacco wars, their publication in peer-reviewed  JAMA had the desired effect of turning their critiques of the Joe Camel campaign into medico-scientific data. R.J. Reynolds’s denials and defenses inevitably appeared self-interested in this context. And it became much more difficult for the company to claim that smokers were responsible for “choosing” to smoke.

The very prominence of Joe Camel and the aggressiveness of his campaign in the face of such vocal criticism led to the demise of the latest R.J. Reynolds’s Times Square spectacular. In August 1994, after sustaining much calumny, Joe finally relinquished his spot high above the Marriot Marquis. R.J. Reynolds spokesperson Peggy Carter insisted that the decision to dismantle the billboard was unrelated to antismoking advocates’ pointed criticism (echoing R.J. Reynolds’s denials when the Camel Man came down in 1966). Describing the decision to erect the billboard in the late 1980s as part of R.J. Reynolds’s “marketing strategies developed . . . to reposition the brand’s image among adult smokers,” she insisted “the board did the job we wanted it to do, and now it’s time to move on.”13 In large measure, R.J. Reynolds could put Joe out to pasture, having accomplished the critical goal of rehabilitating the brand and, more importantly, regaining market share among new initiates to the cigarette. In 1986, Camel had less than 3 percent of the underage market; by 1993, it had at least 13 percent.14  Although R.J. Reynolds had succeeded in increasing its market share, the  blows to the already tarnished image of the tobacco industry were significant. The Times Square Joe Camel billboard was not only a blight on R.J. Reynolds’s reputation, it also appears to have made cigarette billboards vulnerable to regulation more generally. Ultimately, the industry would, under pressure from activists and litigation, pull all outdoor advertising in 1999. And so ended—once and for all—the cigarette billboard.15


Joe had, in part, exposed the complex risk-reward structure of the tobacco industry late in the twentieth century. The camel had succeeded in building market share in a critical segment, but he exposed the previously invulnerable tobacco industry to new legal attack.16 In late 1991, after the publication and publicity associated with the JAMA articles, Janet Mangini, a family law attorney in San Francisco, decided to sue R.J. Reynolds for targeting minors. “When I read press reports about the JAMA articles, I was stunned,” explained Mangini. “I mean, Mickey Mouse is a pretty important character and to think that six-year-olds find Joe Camel just as popular, well, I was outraged.”17 Soon assisted by additional counsel, Mangini’s suit focused on the targeting of minors and the general duty not to engage in advertising against public policy. Mangini asked for the court to issue an injunction to bar the campaign in California; a corrective ad campaign to be paid for by R.J. Reynolds and supervised by the court; and the refund of all monies earned from the Camel campaign to be used for court-supervised charitable and research activities.18 As the case neared trial in the fall of 1997, R.J. Reynolds agreed to settle the suit by pulling the Camel campaign in California, releasing a spate of previously confidential industry documents detailing the plans for the campaign, and paying $10 million for antismoking activities in California.19


The Mangini case demonstrated an important and increasingly significant vulnerability for the tobacco industry: the newly effective and creative use of litigation by antitobacco advocates. Such legal maneuvering took place in a radically altered social and cultural context in which the activities of the industry had now come under intensive public scrutiny. The Mangini settlement also resulted in the exposure of the planning and execution of the Joe Camel campaign to unprecedented public review by the court-mandated release of previously confidential documents. These records revealed the central goals and approach of R.J. Reynolds to youth smoking. Revelation of secret documents through litigation became a key  strategy among tobacco control activists eager to encourage public outrage toward a hypocritical industry. Litigation forced the industry to reveal its most intimate corporate strategies in the tobacco wars.

This book is based significantly on the wide range of documentation that emerged in the context of such litigation. When I first began investigating the history of cigarette smoking, I quickly realized there would be a remarkable range of documentary evidence to sustain this work. The medical literature on tobacco alone had come to fill shelves in medical libraries; a vast popular literature in magazines and newspapers would assist in tracing changing social norms and values regarding smoking; and the large number of advertisements offered additional primary material for evaluation and analysis. Even before the governmental evaluations of smoking and health in the 1950s and 1960s, public health officials had explored the relationship of tobacco and disease, archiving large caches of additional documents for future researchers. As I made my initial research forays, I quickly came to understand that the wide diversity of historical materials would make this project both exciting and daunting. But there was one important exception: I knew I would be unlikely to gain access to materials revealing the internal dynamics of the tobacco industry. The tobacco companies were already facing challenges in the courts, and in the court of public opinion, regarding the rectitude of their business practices and their ongoing denials of the harms of smoking. As a result, I assumed my investigation would center on public meanings, behaviors, and debates about smoking rather than on industry strategy and activity. Nonetheless, in 1986 I paid a visit to the Tobacco Institute, having read about their extensive library and historical collections. Quickly and without fanfare, I was politely shown the door. I do remember, however, being impressed by the prominence of ashtrays throughout their offices. Thus, I began my work with the expectation that the inner sanctums of the tobacco industry would not be part of my investigation. I was both disappointed and a bit relieved. There was plenty to do without industry materials. The availability of materials limits every historical inquiry, and this study would be no exception.

At the time of my brief field trip to the Tobacco Institute, I could never have anticipated that in the next decade I would have access to millions of pages of internal and confidential industry correspondence, reports, and memoranda. Now, rather than staring up at the Camel Man, I can examine  his personal papers—the very contracts, plans, and letters that made him a reality. The “discovery” process in the tobacco litigation, coupled with the revolution of the Internet, makes this access possible. I can now sit in my office, downloading thousands of pages of documents evaluating the industry’s approach to the science and politics of marketing cigarettes. The industry strategy of avoiding liability by vetting internal materials and policies with legal counsel to claim attorney-client privilege ultimately backfired in the 1990s in the course of litigation. It is one of the great ironies of modern corporate history that we have come to know more about the internal operations of the tobacco industry than perhaps any other American big business in the last century. The tobacco industry fought diligently in many instances to keep these confidential documents from public scrutiny. Today, there are over 40 million pages of tobacco documents, searchable and downloadable, online. The story of how these materials became available through whistle-blowers and the legal process of discovery constitutes yet another central aspect of the history of tobacco. Following the revelations of these documents, the social standing of the industry—once an icon of American entrepreneurialism—sunk to new depths.

The cigarette century reveals the drama of historical change, the transformation of smoking, its meanings, and impacts. Today, we talk of the stink of cigarettes penetrating clothes and hair, not to mention the disgust engendered by nicotine-stained fingers and teeth. There was a time, not so long ago, when people thought cigarette smoke was fragrant. This book seeks to account for the meaning and pace of such radical transformations. Now, when smoking is so fundamentally contested and often publicly deplored, it may be difficult to remember that time when it signified beauty, glamour, and attraction; when being an executive at a tobacco company commanded status rather than shame. Sometimes, watching Humphrey Bogart and Lauren Bacall light up in To Have and Have Not, we return to a time when smoking held allure and people smoked everywhere and at anytime.

Today, living in a society in which cigarette smoking has become so culturally marginal and stigmatized, it may be difficult to recover that time in which it played such a prominent and popular role in the rise of a consumer age. Today, when it is so clear that smoking constitutes a momentous risk to health, it may be difficult to recover that time in which these  harms were the subject of debate, confusion, and obfuscation. The strategy of this account is to layer temporally those forces that serve to explain the changing dynamics of tobacco use and the development of a massive pandemic in the twentieth century. It is in this very method of integrating historical inquiry—which is typically isolated by field and approach—that I believe we may learn the most not only about smoking, its meanings, and its material impact on the health of individuals and populations, but also about deeper changes in culture and society. Ultimately, historical exploration of the cigarette reveals the advantages of problem-centered histories that call for disrupting some of the traditional boundaries of disciplinary inquiry. By examining cigarette smoking in the context of culture, science, politics, and law, critical elements of American society in the last century emerge. Without resorting to a set of fantastical counterfactuals, it is clear that the history of tobacco might well have followed different routes and taken decidedly different turns. Following the cigarette through the century offers a fundamental opportunity to evaluate the contingent nature of historical change.

The fall of the cigarette that marks the second half of the twentieth century may only be considered provisional at best. More than one in five American adults still smoke regularly, and today tobacco still kills more than 435,000 U.S. citizens each year (more than HIV, alcohol, illicit drugs, suicide, and homicide combined). Former Surgeon General C. Everett Koop, eager to translate these numbers for greater public impact, repeatedly explained that tobacco deaths equaled three 747s crashing daily for a year, with no survivors. But smokers don’t die such sudden and traumatic deaths—they die, typically in hospitals, slowly, one at a time; often after extended illness and suffering; and now often ashamed, convinced that they have sown their own fate. It is the precise character of the slow risks involved that, in part, have impinged on more aggressive public health interventions. Among the questions at the heart of this book is the examination of those particular social processes by which a culture constitutes and assesses the risks of life—and death.

The number of deaths in the United States, however, is dwarfed by those now occurring around the world. And while many American smokers have tried to quit with some success, smoking has been on a steep increase, especially in poorer nations. As the tobacco companies lost ground  in the developed world, they aggressively sought new smokers in developing nations. The final section of the book explores the historical process—currently underway—in which cigarette consumption and its consequent burden of disease are transferred to the developing world. The imposition of this burden, along with its social and ethical implications, casts a shadow of genuinely enormous proportions over the coming century. It is now projected that in the course of the twenty-first century, one billion people across the globe will die of tobacco-related diseases. This figure represents a ten-fold increase over the deaths associated with the cigarette in the last century.20 And these deaths are intricately linked to the social processes of redefining the cigarette in the United States over the last three decades. Originating in the flora of the Western Hemisphere, tobacco has come in modernity to wreak havoc on the health of nations across the globe. In this respect, it is a sobering tale, as many histories are. As medicine and science achieved new mastery over disease and human suffering during the last century, so too have we produced new, powerful vectors of disease and death, and developed techniques for spreading them widely among populations across the globe.

Even in 1961, as a seven-year-old, I knew that smoking was dangerous. In this sense, the billboard presented a paradox that I surely could not have articulated at that time. How could something so great, so remarkable, so public, be promoting something that I had already learned was so profoundly bad? The “badness” of smoking was constituted by more than its effect on health. Embedded in the cigarette were the complex historical meanings of rebellion and idleness, independence and attraction. All kids were told smoking was bad—and was only for adults—which created, in part, its impressive appeal. And this appeal was anything but “natural.” It was the studied and meticulous invention of an industry that would come to understand—and exploit—critical aspects of motivation, psychology, and human biology. This book marks my attempt to resolve a child’s paradox—a paradox of pandemic proportion.


The Cigarette Century looks both inward and outward at the cigarette. It uses the cigarette to explore central aspects of American culture. But it also hopes to utilize this cultural investigation to better understand strategies to reduce the massive pandemic we now understand cigarette smoking to produce. Our ability to control this pandemic will no doubt require new insights from the realms of both science and culture, and new strategies from law and politics. This book ultimately rests on a premise at the core of historical practice and method, that the past may offer particular insight into contemporary policy and cultural change. Understanding the cigarette century will provide no simple answer to the potential health catastrophe we face. But understanding more deeply the meaning and significance of the history of cigarette smoking in modern life may well provide us with a modicum of insight into how best to limit, if not control, the global harms of smoking.






 I

 CULTURE






My company is up against a stone wall. It can’t compete with Bull Durham. Something has to be done and that quick. I am going into the cigarette business.1


BUCK DUKE, CA. 1882


 



You must have a cigarette. A cigarette is the perfect type of a perfect pleasure. It is exquisite, and it leaves one unsatisfied. What more can you want?2


OSCAR WILDE, 1891

CHAPTER 1


Pro Bono Publico


BEFORE THE CIGARETTE, there was tobacco. The centrality of tobacco within American culture is remarkable both for its longevity and for the elasticity of its products and meanings. By the time the modern cigarette was invented, in the last decades of the nineteenth century, tobacco had long been deeply insinuated into the American economy and culture. The cigarette would quickly become the vehicle for a dramatic transformation of traditional tobacco culture.

The tobacco plant was domesticated and cultivated by natives of the Americas long before Columbus, and it would remain a staple of the twentieth-century industrial economy. Tobacco would play a central role in the behaviors, rituals, and social activities of modern Americans, just as it had for centuries. Tobacco links us to our premodern roots, but only with the modern emergence of the cigarette do we witness its most powerful and transformative aspects. The cigarette would provide the essential vehicle for tobacco’s transition from plantation crop to consumer product and vastly expand the market for tobacco in the twentieth century.

The genus Nicotiana most likely had its origins in South America and spread northward in prehistoric times. Although a number of species grew naturally, Europeans, on their arrival, found natives cultivating both tabacum and rusticum, depending on climate and soil.3 But unlike every other major crop the natives cultivated, tobacco’s purpose was not nutritional. According to many accounts, tobacco played a critical role in their religious and healing practices. Due to its high nicotine content, as well  as the manner in which it was used, this early tobacco could produce hallucinogenic experiences.4


Early European explorers of the Americas noted natives’ use of tobacco with considerable interest. They reported that tobacco use varied widely in purpose and meaning, serving a wide range of spiritual, social, and medical purposes.5 In addition to smoking dried tobacco in the form of cigars, chiefs engaged in ritual blowing, in which they would blow smoke at the heads and faces of the tribe members. Early observers of Amerindian cultures documented pipes and other implements to inhale tobacco smoke. There is evidence that tobacco was chewed and inhaled through snuff. The European explorers—who conducted their own “experiments” with the herb—also reported its physiological effects. A critical element of native cosmologic ritual and practice, tobacco impressively altered the psychic state of its users. It could cause dizziness, perspiration, weakness, and fainting. Small doses acted as a stimulant, and large doses acted as a tranquilizer. Although its advocates disagreed about its administration and effects, many agreed on its profound medicinal advantages, and they integrated tobacco into their various religious and medical pharmacopoeias.6


In Europe, the characteristics of tobacco underwent comprehensive investigation. Jean Nicot, the king of France’s consul, sent tobacco from Portugal to Paris in 1560; the alkaloid common to the many varieties of leaf, identified and isolated in the early nineteenth century, was named in his honor.7 The scientific elucidation of this substance was a classic problem for early nineteenth-century German botanical chemists. These researchers delineated nicotine’s unusually toxic properties: in pure form—colorless, strongly alkaline, and volatile—even the amount in a typical cigar would be lethal. Most forms of tobacco use, such as smoking through pipes and cigars, snuff, and chew, clearly diluted nicotine’s impact but nonetheless created significant physiologic effects.8


Almost as soon as they “discovered” it, Europeans went from observing tobacco’s use to commanding its growth and sale. Among the profound effects of contact between Amerindians and Europeans was the way in which tobacco became very quickly a European commodity.9  Within a century of Columbus’s first voyage across the Atlantic, tobacco would be grown on disparate continents across the globe. It found its  way to Africa, India, and the Far East, grafting into indigenous agrarian ecologies as well as cultural systems of healing and belief.10 In the intricate traffic of peoples, flora, fauna, and microbes, crisscrossing the Atlantic in both directions, tobacco held a prized place, solidifying the notion that the resources of the “new” world would justify settlement and that new resources, products, and practices would transform the “old” world and its culture. Although the health implications of this traffic were widely noted from the earliest contact, it would have been impossible to predict that tobacco would produce a pandemic three centuries later. In the unprecedented success of this crop, the seeds of the modern burden of disease were sown.11


Early colonists quickly displaced natives in the cultivation of tobacco.12  Virginia and Maryland colonists exported a tobacco crop beginning in the early seventeenth century. Its use drew deep and consistent attack. In 1604, King James I offered a “counterblaste to tobacco,” concluding its use to be “a custom loathsome to the eye, hateful to the nose, harmful to the brain, dangerous to the lung.”13 This would not be the last time such warnings went unheeded. Demand in England was nothing short of remarkable. By 1670, it was reported that a half of the adult male population in England smoked tobacco daily. By the end of the seventeenth century, the English were consuming more than two pounds per person each year, generally for “medicinal” purposes.14 Principally smoked with clay pipes produced in London, tobacco grew markedly cheaper in the early eighteenth century as production in the colonies rose precipitously.15


The demands of tobacco cultivation shaped the character of colonists. Tobacco growing required a complex combination of intensive labor and good judgment. “The tobacco grower,” wrote the anthropologist Fernando Ortiz, “has to tend his tobacco . . . leaf by leaf,” and the outcome defined his status.16 Individual moral character, honor, and reputation came to be inextricably linked to the quality of the leaf.17 In colonial Virginia, the beginning of the process of cultivating tobacco commenced shortly after Christmas with the sowing of seed. By late April, seedlings were transplanted from beds to main fields; at that time, tobacco leaves would be approximately the size of a dollar bill. Successful transplantation required good fortune and keen judgment: soaking rains were needed to make it possible to safely remove the seedlings, and planters had to carefully assess  the young plant’s viability. During the summer, hoeing and weeding were crucial. Upon the appearance of eight to twelve leaves, the top of the plant was removed to prevent flowering, and secondary shoots were removed later as well. These processes of “topping” and removing “suckers” had to be precisely enacted. In September, tobacco was cut; again, timing was critical. Immature leaf was impossible to cure properly, but the farmer who waited too long risked a ruinous frost.18


Tobacco farming did not end at the harvest. Some of the most complex tasks came after the broad green leaves were removed from their stalks. The quality of the product would ultimately rest on the intricate processes of drying and curing the leaf. Curing itself could destroy a successful crop. The tobacco was hung in curing barns, where the product to be shipped could be neither too moist—thus certain to rot in transit—nor too dry. Curing required evaluating the climate and the fire used to dry the leaves. It was not unusual to lose both the harvest and the barn to the flame. After curing, the tobacco was quickly stripped of the stalk from which it had hung and was compressed into hogsheads, which, when filled, weighed about 1,000 pounds. Compressing the leaves into the wooden drum, known as “prizing,” took up much of the fall. The hogsheads were often not shipped until the new crop was sown and growing, the entire cycle taking fifteen months.19


Tobacco became an integral part of the colonial Tidewater culture. Far more than just a crop, it defined the widest range of regional values, labor systems and practices, and the character of the calendar itself. Life was organized around the idiosyncrasies of “making a crop.”20 Tobacco created a boom economy in the Chesapeake and Tidewater; as the historian Edmund Morgan explained, it “took the place of gold.”21 It offered the potential to get rich quick and often diverted attention and resources from the commitments necessary to create a stable community. Even after tobacco prices fell in the early eighteenth century, it remained the most profitable of crops.

The success of growing tobacco depended not on land—but on labor.22  The labor-intensive aspects of tobacco cultivation had dramatic implications for the colonies. With prices of the commodity falling and land cheap, increasing one’s revenues became a matter of finding enough workers. During the seventeenth century, indentured servants met these needs. 


According to some estimates, one-third of all English immigrants to America came because of the tobacco trade.23 The very success of tobacco, however, turned many of these men into yeoman planters seeking their own servants. As profits fell, and cultivated acreage grew, the difficulty of recruiting new servants intensified. African slaves were the fateful answer. The shift from white, indentured servants to black slaves began in the second half of the seventeenth century, and by 1700, blacks made up a majority of the unfree labor force.24


To an impressive degree, it was tobacco—and its particular quality and characteristics as a crop—that organized the politics and culture of southern colonies. With tobacco at the very center of commerce and growth, the terms of trade and the large Tidewater plantation owners’ rising indebtedness sowed the seeds of colonial rebellion. For those who grew tobacco during the eighteenth century, debt was strongly tied to their emergent political ideology and commitment to independence. It threatened to corrupt deeply held values; it brought the planters’ moral and political worlds to a crisis.25 The Tidewater’s peculiar economy helped to create a relatively rare historical conjunction: elites with a powerful bent toward rebellion and revolution.26


By the late seventeenth century, tobacco production had emerged in two principal forms: the large plantation supported by slave labor and the small independent farms of modest acreage worked largely by their owners. Tobacco growing moved west with the expansion of settlement in the eighteenth century, generally in the form of small, family-run farms. Slavery followed as farms grew. In the decades following American independence, the rapid westward expansion of tobacco farming ultimately affected what type of plants were cultivated. The character of the harvest varied significantly with soil and climate. The rich soil of the Tidewater produced the dark aromatic tobacco that had spread across Europe and the globe.27 As cultivation expanded into North Carolina and Kentucky, the poor soil gave the leaf from these regions a unique yellow hue and light flavor. This variety, called bright tobacco, became increasingly popular in the antebellum era, first as a wrapper for plug tobacco and later for chew itself.28


Another type of tobacco took hold in the new areas as well. The burley leaf, grown west of the Appalachians, grew in popularity among plug users  before the Civil War. Plug tobacco producers added licorice, sugar, rum, and honey, as well as other sweeteners, in secret proprietary mixes, such as D. A. Patterson’s wildly successful Lucky Strike. White burley, first grown in Ohio, Kentucky, and Indiana, was distinguished from its botanical ancestors by its light color, a greenish-yellow leaf with a milky stalk and stem. The introduction of white burley tobacco in the middle of the nineteenth century would mark a critical historical precursor to the emergence of the cigarette some decades later. A “dry” tobacco, it resisted rot and mildew, was easier to harvest, and could be air-cured. Lower in natural sugars than its botanic rivals, white burley quickly absorbed the flavorings that would become vogue in chewing and pipe tobacco, and ultimately cigarettes.29


One other development turned out to be critical to the ultimate triumph of the cigarette as a commodity of mass consumption. The open flames of wood and charcoal used in curing were well known to impart particular flavors to tobacco. But open fires were unpredictable and hard to control. In some instances, they led to overly dry or even burned leaves—or the curing barn could go up in flames. By mid-century, tobacco growers and manufacturers began experimenting with flue-curing—large furnaces with iron piping that could produce the necessary heat under more controlled conditions. Flue-curing became widespread after the Civil War.30


Flue-curing proved especially effective at turning tobacco a bright “lemon yellow” color. Many commented on the mildness of this tobacco and its particular suitability for cigarettes. But what they could not have known is that this process also subtly changed the chemistry of the leaf to make it slightly acidic rather than alkaline. The mildness of bright tobacco, processed in this way, promoted inhalation. Smokers soon found that they could take cigarette smoke deep into their lungs, rather than holding the smoke principally in their mouths as they did with pipes and cigars. In this way—as we now know—nicotine absorbs rapidly into the bloodstream; some seven seconds later, it reaches the brain. Nicotine addiction was born in the serendipitous marriage of bright tobacco and flue-curing. This physiological process would create a mass industry and a consequent epidemic of tobacco-related diseases.31


By the nineteenth century, then, tobacco and its products were deeply embedded in the new nation’s social experience—in its commerce, its labor, its leisure, and its social ritual—all before the cigarette became the dominant form of consumption. Tobacco was not only an export; Americans’ use of tobacco was widespread and cut across geographic, cultural, and class boundaries. When Charles Dickens traveled around the United States in 1842, he was struck by ever-present tobacco chew; he labeled Washington, DC, the “head-quarters of tobacco-tinctured saliva.” In “all the public places of America,” he observed, everyone accepted this “filthy custom.” That Dickens found this remarkable shows that tobacco chewing was not only widespread, but a distinctively American form of tobacco use.32 Though less prevalent than tobacco plug, cigars and pipes held significant shares of the market as well. All three forms were popular among the educated, urban, and well-to-do. Cigar smoking became a powerful symbol of social authority and power, its use soon ritualized in portraiture and politics.33
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Although tobacco was important as an agricultural crop and consumer product, by the mid-nineteenth century, there was little hint that the cigarette would ever become an important vehicle for its use. The few cigarettes that were smoked before the Civil War were deemed a curiosity, a cheap commodity for the urban young who could not afford more appropriate forms. The shift from chew, snuff, pipes, and cigars would constitute a profound change in the production and consumption of tobacco. It would bring radical changes in business organization and industry, as well as deep cultural transformations in a consumer-driven economy.

The first successful cigarette entrepreneur, James Buchanan Duke (also known as Buck), had a capacious, even global vision for his industry, and he possessed both the vision and the energy to implement this plan. He led the radical consolidation of the industry, introduced new technologies of production and consumption, and advocated the notion that the tobacco market would know neither cultural nor geographic boundaries.

Cigarettes have existed for centuries. The earliest ones were probably wrapped in a cornhusk; tobacco consumers in early seventeenth-century  Spain replaced the husk with a fine paper that burned evenly when rolled around crushed tobacco. The cigarette spread first to other European countries, then Mexico, and ultimately to the United States. Manufacture of cigarettes in the United States began during the Civil War, but the product failed to attract much of a following until 1869, when the New York firm of F.S. Kinney brought experienced workers from Europe to instruct their American employees in the technique of hand rolling. By experimenting with tobacco blends and emphasizing the use of bright tobacco, Kinney came up with Sweet Caporals, which soon became popular in East Coast cities as a faddish and somewhat low-class alternative to more respectable forms.34


The economic depression of 1873 apparently spurred sales of cigarettes, however, because they were relatively inexpensive. By the middle of the decade, the firm of Allen & Ginter was offering Richmond Straight Cuts and Pet Cigarettes featuring Virginia Gold Leaf tobacco. Lewis Ginter, who successfully brought together blends of bright and burley, came to dominate the early cigarette business through his combination of tobacco knowledge and marketing savvy. Other tobacco concerns were soon attracted to cigarette production. Goodwin & Company, in New York City, produced Old Judge and Welcome; William S. Kimball, in Rochester, emphasized Turkish blends in his brands, Three Kings and Vanity Fair.35  Even with these new brands, however, in 1900, cigarettes still made up less than 2 percent of the thriving tobacco market, dominated by chew, cigars, and pipes.36


W. Duke Sons & Company, based in Durham, North Carolina, began producing cigarettes in 1879. At first, their future dominance of the trade was far from certain. With a tedious and labor-intensive production process, cigarettes held little attraction to a firm like Duke, which produced mostly chew and smoking tobacco. Following the Civil War, Washington Duke and his sons rebuilt his failing company producing a bright leaf chewing tobacco under the name Pro Bono Publico. His son Buck soon took over the business and focused on competing with the leading brand of chew, the heavily promoted Bull Durham.37


James Duke almost single-handedly invented the modern cigarette. Duke had a genuine affinity for the new modes of industry that would  come to dominate American business enterprise, and he had little patience for the staid practices of his competitors, which he would soon render obsolete. Aggressive and untethered, he brought together the technological, business, and marketing innovations that would define the coming new age of consumption.

Duke employed only ten cigarette rollers in 1882 but soon added fifty more. At that time, Allen & Ginter, the leading U.S. manufacturer, employed approximately 450 women to roll cigarettes in its Richmond factory. Taking advantage of a strike at a New York City cigarette producer, Duke solicited another 125 experienced rollers to move to Durham in 1883, offering to pay moving expenses and a wage of $2.00 per twelve-hour day, the highest in the industry. As demand for cigarettes continued to rise, Duke’s operation grew with it. He greatly expanded his labor force of rollers by hiring young women, whose work was closely inspected for consistency and quality.38 By 1885, he had over 700 cigarette hand rollers in two factories, one in Durham and one in New York.39


There were many attempts to replace these laborers with automated cigarette-rolling machines. But bringing tobacco filler and paper together with speed and precision proved extremely difficult, and despite several machines patented during the 1870s, hand rolling remained the only process reliable enough for commercial cigarettes. Most companies remained firmly committed to it. The breakthrough came when James Bonsack, a Virginia inventor, introduced a rolling machine he designed in 1881. Using processes transferred from his father’s woolen mill, Bonsack’s machine neatly fed compressed tobacco onto a paper ribbon that—upon being rolled into a tube—was precisely cut to cigarette-sized lengths. This one-ton contraption required three human attendants, but it produced over 200 cigarettes every minute, almost as many as a skilled hand roller could produce in an hour.40


Although James Bonsack’s name rarely appears in the history of technology next to those of his contemporaries Alexander Graham Bell, Thomas Edison, or the Wright brothers, his machine, like theirs, formed the foundation of a major American industry. Each of these inventions would profoundly alter American life in the next century. Unlike the telephone, the incandescent light, or the airplane, the cigarette was not a new  invention. The Bonsack machine constituted a classic example of what has been called innovation through emulation. It attempted to replicate the handmade process by packing tobacco, rolling paper around it, and precisely cutting the cigarette.41


With this new technology, the fledgling cigarette industry acquired the potential for unprecedented growth. At the time of the machine’s introduction, four manufacturers—Allen & Ginter from Richmond, Virginia; William S. Kimball & Company from Rochester, New York; Kinney Tobacco from New York City; and Goodwin & Company, also from New York City—produced about 80 percent of the nation’s cigarettes. Each of these companies, recognizing the advantages of mechanization, had invested in rolling machinery. Allen & Ginter even offered a prize to any inventor who could produce a successful prototype. But given the persistent quality-control problems, there was concern among manufacturers that consumers would reject machine-made cigarettes and insist on a handmade product.

By early 1882, Bonsack, with the assistance of his father, brother, and brother-in-law, set up the Bonsack Machine Company. Their machine reduced the cost of rolling cigarettes by half. The Bonsack Machine Company rented its machines to cigarette producers, supplied an operator with the apparatus, and charged a royalty on sales of about $.30 per thousand. Manufacturers agreed to a minimum of $200 in royalties per machine.42


Allen & Ginter ordered a Bonsack machine but soon rejected it, eager to save the prize money they had offered. The first Bonsack prototype met an inauspicious end when the train taking it to New York caught fire en route. Although Bonsack successfully delivered a new machine, Allen & Ginter remained concerned about how customers would regard a machine-made product. Their rejection was more than a lost opportunity in the annals of industry; fear of mass production was a key factor separating the Victorian business culture from that of modern industrial firms like James Duke’s.43


It was Bonsack’s deal with Duke that secured his machine’s dominance within the early cigarette industry.44 Duke countered his competitors’ concerns about mechanization by publicly declaring it an advantage, explicitly announcing on new packaging that the contents were machine-produced.45  The efficiency and consistency of machines, he claimed, were superior to  traditional craftwork. The cigarette—quintessentially a modern product—would soon be produced exclusively by modern machinery under Duke’s lead. Moreover, Duke was well aware of the advantages of reducing his reliance on wage labor.

Unlike his competitors, who were more deeply committed to the historical traditions of tobacco commerce, Duke thrived on the battle; he had neither the taste nor the time for the customs of a gentleman’s trade. It was precisely this independence from traditional products and practices that opened the way for his innovative and aggressive empire-building. Duke was first a salesman and entrepreneur, and tobacco was but a product. By 1884, while his competitors were still hesitating, Duke had installed two Bonsack machines in his Durham factory. A year later, after experimenting to improve the machines’ performance, Duke signed a secret contract in which he agreed that he would produce all his cigarettes with the Bonsack machine; in return, Bonsack reduced Duke’s royalties to $.20 per thousand. Duke and Bonsack soon reached a further agreement guaranteeing Duke a 25 percent discount on royalties against all other manufacturers. Also, Duke shrewdly hired one of Bonsack’s disgruntled mechanics, William Thomas O’Brien, to operate his machines, assuring fewer breakdowns than his competition.46 By June 1886, O’Brien was meticulously maintaining ten machines. Duke placed a heavy emphasis on efficiency and continuous production. The lessons he learned in developing the mass production of cigarettes he would soon apply more broadly to industrial organization.

By becoming Bonsack’s premier customer, Duke secured essential control over its technology and turned Bonsack’s patent into a powerful competitive advantage. It was increasingly common for inventors to relinquish their patents to corporations. Duke understood that control of the Bonsack patent—through his secret, discounted licensing agreement—was a critical lever in dominating the cigarette trade. His deal with Bonsack reflected an important change in the character of the patent system, from a legal mechanism protecting independent inventors to one that would protect large and powerful corporations.47 In a letter to the president of the Bonsack Company in 1889, Duke would insist that his early and complete commitment to Bonsack more than justified such discounts. “I say openly if it had  not been for us to-day,” he claimed, “the Bonsack machine would be a smouldering wreck.”48 Duke would periodically assist Bonsack in the protection of his patent, recognizing that upstart inventors with new machines could threaten his advantage. He also periodically threatened Bonsack with lawsuits for violating their agreements.

The cigarette-rolling machine appealed to Duke as a mechanism of efficient mass production but also as a means to end his labor problems. He faced continued shortages of workers, as well as unrest and disgruntlement over wages. The installation of Bonsack’s machines at the Duke factory was an unwelcome sight to his employees. For Duke, it marked a new form of control over the vicissitudes of human capital. With the installation of the machines, the hand rollers Duke had brought from New York now mostly returned, often to the cigar trade.

Cigar production did not quickly embrace machinery. As an older, bigger, and more successful industry, its workers led in the fight for unionization. These unions now fought with considerable success against the introduction of machines that would replace their workers. Further, the cigar industry, consisting of many small local firms, rarely commanded the necessary capital to invest in such technological improvements. This contrast between the cigar and the cigarette would soon represent the historical shifts typified by the twentieth century.49


Other technological innovations also made the success of the cigarette possible. Flue-curing helped create a raw product especially suited for cigarettes. 50 Also, the “short smoke” of the cigarette, unlike other forms of tobacco consumption, was dependent on the “quick light.” As consumption increased in the 1880s and 1890s and the size of a pack doubled from ten to twenty, a safe and convenient mode of ignition became crucial to smokers. Although the first matchbook was invented in the 1890s, a truly safe match, free of toxic phosphorous, would not emerge until the early twentieth century. But once combined with the free matchbooks—covered with advertising—it gave smokers the implement needed to make the cigarette ubiquitous.51


The Bonsack machine and its successful application marked a transformative event in the rise of the cigarette. The machine shifted production from a traditional artisan-based shop and reorganized it to emphasize standardization, system, and control—key values in the culture of modern technology. 52 The Bonsack machine assured new economies of scale and speed of production as well as long production runs. It mandated radical reorganization of virtually every other aspect of cigarette production, from the purchase of leaf (to assure adequate volume) to retail sales. Many of Duke’s later innovations sought to address the imbalance the Bonsack machine created between his ability to mass produce cigarettes and his ability to market them. The overcapacity inherent in the mass production of the cigarette marked a characteristic problem of industrialization. Duke would play a leading role in creating a corporate structure capable of turning this problem into profits.
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Duke understood that the solution to overcapacity involved the aggressive solicitation of new smokers. The revolution in production required an equally significant revolution in consumption.53 Without the “invention” of modern advertising, Duke could not have efficiently utilized the machinery of production. At the same time that Duke committed his company to the new technology, he also committed it to new techniques of intensive marketing and promotion. It was the articulation of this critical pathway from production to consumption that would ultimately create the modern cigarette industry.54 Duke was first a salesman with deep competitive instincts, but he also understood the essentials of risk-taking and change. Promoting a product, particularly one difficult to distinguish from one’s competitors, required the creation of new incentives.

Promotion, Duke insisted, would drive consumption. At the same time that Duke was working to have the Bonsack machine perfected, he was installing a print shop in his Durham factory that would employ new color lithography techniques. His marketing campaigns centered on premiums, coupons, and collecting cards, freely distributed with each pack of Cameo, Cross Cut, or Duke’s Best. Illustrating themes of sports, adventure, Civil War generals, fashion, and beauty, these cards varied from the educational (flags and stamps of foreign countries) to the exotic (actresses wearing the costumes of foreign countries). He encouraged patrons to collect complete sets. Sets of “actresses,” usually not fully clothed, were especially popular  with the boys and young men who constituted Duke’s main market. Although Washington Duke objected to such “lascivious photos,” his son, knowing the impact on sales, expanded advertising budgets dramatically, forcing his competitors to follow suit.55 This commodity-connected collecting was a lasting innovation that continues today with baseball cards and Pokémon. Duke had discovered important incentives for smoking in the cultural rituals of youth.56


From its inception, the cigarette targeted the uninitiated; young people, for whom it was the first form of tobacco consumption, were the primary constituency. According to the New York Times, tobacco dealers like Duke used premiums to “entice boys to excessive cigarette smoking.” “Every possible device has been employed to interest the juvenile mind, notably the lithograph album.” Youngsters seeking these picture books “clamor[ed] for the reward of self-inflicted injury. . . . [M]any a boy under 12 years is striving for the entire collection, which necessitates the consumption of nearly 12,000 cigarettes. He will become demoralized, and possibly dishonest to accomplish his purpose.”57 But Duke and his competitors now understood that the future of the cigarette rested in the nimble consuming hands of American youth. So began the long tradition of explicitly advertising to children.

Using cigarette cards and other techniques, Duke parlayed a growing advertising budget into dominance of the cigarette trade. One journalist in 1907 described him as “always an aggressive advertiser, devising new and startling methods which dismayed his competitors . . . always willing to spend in advertising a proportion of his profits which seemed appalling to more conservative manufacturers.”58 The cigarette industry would set unprecedented ratios of promotion costs in relation to sales.59 In 1889, for instance, Duke’s American Tobacco spent $800,000 on advertising, compared to sales of $4 million to $4.5 million.60 In this respect—as in others—Duke anticipated central elements of twentieth-century marketing, not only of the cigarette, but of numerous other goods in a burgeoning consumer culture. Novelty and innovation became characteristic elements of cigarette marketing. In 1884, Duke purchased 400,000 chairs emblazoned with advertisements for his products that he freely distributed to retailers. Soon, billboards and buildings throughout the states carried cigarette ads, studding urban and rural landscapes with towering promotions. Not only  did such expenditures help recruit new smokers, high promotion costs quickly became an important barrier to new firms introducing competitive products.61
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Duke also believed that, to reach its massive potential, the mechanized cigarette required a new system of industrial organization. The construction of the tobacco trust at the turn of the century—as well as the rise of a vertically integrated industry—would mark a central innovation in the history of industrial capital. Historians of American business and enterprise often point to the tobacco industry to demonstrate this important watershed in American economic and social history. These last decades of the nineteenth century saw intensive efforts on the part of businesses to use consolidation to gain control over the vagaries of production and markets. Just as Duke had instituted critical technological and marketing innovations, he now turned to radical organizational initiatives to disarm his competitors and build a massive industry. It is this organizational vision that ultimately earned him a place in the pantheon of American business leaders.62


Duke began to express interest in purchasing his competitors as early as 1887. His first entreaties were met with a measure of derision; Duke had yet to achieve dominance in a highly competitive industry, and few took him seriously. But by 1889, he was spending unprecedented sums to advertise his products, as well as aggressively lowering their price. His pricing policies helped him achieve his ultimate goal of moving his principal competitors (who did not know of his advantageous arrangements with the Bonsack Company) toward consolidation into a trust.63 In part because the cigarette was so difficult to differentiate and so ephemeral, it was (and would remain) more sensitive to general price trends than many other products. Duke came to see powerful advantages in consolidation and monopoly: the ability to avoid price competition would be crucial to the ultimate success of the industry and the cigarette. He pursued increasingly thin profit margins in order to bring competitors into the fold.

In January 1890, Duke forced the other four major producers to join a consortium named the American Tobacco Company, under his leadership. Duke explained in retrospect that he felt that

in selling our business to the American Tobacco Co. in connection with the other manufacturers we would get a good organization of people who would be of assistance in conducting the business, and then besides that I expected to make a profit by it because you can handle to better advantage a large business than a small business.64



The newly formed American Tobacco Company was capitalized at $25 million; American Tobacco and Allen & Ginter each received $7.5 million in stock; Kinney received $5 million; and W.S. Kimball & Company and Goodwin & Company split the final $5 million. With Duke at its helm, American Tobacco could immediately claim 90 percent of all cigarette sales in the United States. The “Tobacco Trust,” as it quickly became known, had established a virtual monopoly—five fierce competitors joined under Duke’s organizational iron will. In the last years of the nineteenth century, the Tobacco Trust aggressively acquired independent firms, closing their plants and consolidating machinery, inventory, and products.65


The development of such trusts, most powerfully symbolized by John D. Rockefeller’s Standard Oil Trust, marked concerted efforts on the part of industrialists to limit competition and the vagaries of the markets. But they also offended powerful political and cultural sensitivities about the values of competition, markets, and economic opportunity. Duke would insist that such structures were simply devised to rationalize the complex tasks of production and marketing. As he secured virtually absolute control over the cigarette market, prices to consumers actually fell due to new economies of scale and production. But in a political culture with a deep historical antipathy to monopoly and “restraint of trade,” such trusts would not escape the attention of legislators and the courts. Their social and economic impact would become perhaps the central debate in the American polity at the turn of the twentieth century.
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The Tobacco Trust facilitated Duke’s aggressive program of consolidation and integration of the industry. Once it was set up, Duke fought with the other owners over his plans to control plug, smoking, and snuff tobacco as well. He developed a series of departments, each charged with selling its  particular form: cigarettes, smoking tobacco, small cigars, and others. Salesmen for each department competed for customers from the same retailers. Duke saw this decentralization as beneficial to the Tobacco Trust. It reflected his view that no one—not even Duke himself—could predict what form future tobacco consumption would take.

The trust realized impressive economies of scale. Duke and his competitors had been single-function enterprises, concerned only with making and selling the end product.66 Growing and processing of tobacco on the front end and retail distribution on the back end were left to independent entrepreneurs. Duke was the first to take steps—even prior to the Bonsack machine—to establish a fully integrated industry. He now radically reordered the entire business to assure continuity and managerial control.

With the consolidation enabled by the Tobacco Trust, whole manufacturing was concentrated in large plants, and the industry developed an extensive buying operation under what became known as the Leaf Department. An even more extensive sales department eagerly sought the command of new markets. All were committed to high volume “throughput,” from agriculture through production to sales.67 The Tobacco Trust also brought to an end most competitive bidding at the famed tobacco auctions. Farmers were forced to take American Tobacco’s offer as the Tobacco Trust came to dominate all purchasing.68


By creating selling and distribution offices in key cities, Duke developed a national network to market and distribute his products. He staffed each office with a manager, a salesman who would focus on the city, and another salesman who would service surrounding towns. These quickly became the basis of a national sales force. Together, these three departments—audit (which oversaw accounting and cost control), leaf, and retail markets—assured the movement of cured tobacco from warehouse to factory to sales. Individuals with specific expertise headed each department. The audit department, for example, introduced innovative accounting procedures that would later be utilized by many other industries.69 The success of Duke’s enterprise, which became a model for other industries, rested on salaried executives who could assure the efficient functioning of their aspect of the business as well as tight coordination with other departments and activities—in  short, he invented the middle manager. These middle managers were a critical component of the emergence of a new middle-class culture. The social constituencies that would form the basis of the consumer culture now worked inside the tobacco industry.70


Just as Duke worked to get the bugs out of the Bonsack machine and assure continuous production, he now sought to eliminate inefficiencies and uncertainties inherent in vertical integration. If the last years of the nineteenth century have been aptly described as a “search for order,” nowhere was this clearer than in the radical reorganization of big business.71 And no one was a more inventive practitioner of corporate rationality than Duke. Vertical coordination assured that factories operated at full capacity. Further, it promised consistency of quality and timeliness of shipping and sales, crucial in an age prior to packaging, when the shelf life of tobacco products was short.

Duke’s vertical consolidation sought to eliminate middlemen at every level. Wholesalers, jobbers, and others not only cut profits, they created inefficiencies. According to Duke, if something was part of the process of producing cigarettes, it must be done within the company structure. The complexities of legal relationships and liabilities in fashioning mergers and acquisitions soon prompted him to add a legal department to assure in-house counsel. Finally, he understood the utility of locating his central office in New York City, the capital of rising national commerce. With this move, Duke overtly recognized that ready access to capital was more crucial to building an international business than proximity to growers or processors. Tobacco was a crop; American Tobacco was a corporation.

Duke had never been regional in his business aspirations, nor would he stop at national boundaries. Even before the formation of the Tobacco Trust, Duke insisted that “the world is now our market for our product.”72  In the early 1880s, he sent one of his senior colleagues, Richard Wright, around the world in search of new markets for his tobacco products. In the context of extending the Tobacco Trust, he now eagerly sought to take over expanding world markets. He established subsidiaries in Canada and Australia, and then turned his attention to Japan and China. In response to high tariffs on American products in Japan, Duke purchased a controlling interest in Murai Brothers, a Japanese firm.73 Soon, American Tobacco developed extensive interests in China as well.

In 1901, Duke traveled to Great Britain in yet a further attempt to expand the global reach of the Tobacco Trust. He purchased Ogden’s Limited, one of the major British tobacco companies, and embarked on a full-scale trade war with the recently constituted Imperial Tobacco. By now, well versed in such combat, Duke soon turned his adversary into a partner. Duke and Imperial created British American Tobacco in a “global agreement” in which Duke controlled two-thirds of its stock and Imperial one-third; both sides agreed not to threaten each others’ domestic markets. With this agreement in hand, American Tobacco had worldwide dominance of the tobacco markets well within its grasp. Again, yet another of the critical structural elements of tobacco production and sales in the new century was effectively realized.74


But the Tobacco Trust’s focus was not solely on cigarettes. In spite of the phenomenal success of the cigarette following the introduction of the potent combination of mechanization and aggressive sales promotion, as late as 1904, cigarettes still constituted only approximately 5 percent of the American market in tobacco products. Few observers at the time could have predicted that this somewhat idiosyncratic product would soon become so embedded in the cultural life of the new century. This unpredictability explains Duke’s obsession with bringing all tobacco products under the Tobacco Trust’s control. The consuming public was fickle, and regardless of fad, he wished to control the product of the moment. “We wanted to have a full variety . . . of the different styles of tobacco. . . . If one style [of tobacco product] went out of fashion we would have another style ready for the public to take up.” It was his aggressive move to consolidate all tobacco under his aegis that ultimately made the Trust so vulnerable to regulation and judicial dissolution. For all of Duke’s business brilliance, he never trusted the potential of his most modern product.75


Duke’s only failure came when he attempted to integrate the cigar industry into his increasingly extensive fold. Cigars, he found, fit poorly with his system of mechanization, standardization, and national marketing; cigarettes would come to be defined by uniformity and mass production; cigars could not be easily mass-produced. Production of cigars would remain labor intensive, skilled work; they continued to be distributed in small quantities to specialized dealers. This distinction in consumption patterns defines a key difference between the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.76  The cigar represented tobacco consumption of the past, and the cigarette heralded the future. For Duke, who had transformed his father’s plug business into a multinational giant, it was all just tobacco. His aggressive moves to incorporate the full range of tobacco products would ultimately bring him into conflict with the federal government.77


The financial success of the Tobacco Trust was nothing short of spectacular. From the original capitalization of $25 million in 1890, assets grew to $350 million by 1910. As economist Richard Tennant put it, “the fruits of monopoly were enjoyed.”78 Every $1,000 invested in 1890 (held without reinvestment of dividends) brought in a profit of $35,000 by 1908.79 Moreover, the trust succeeded in precluding new entries into the market.

The formation of the Tobacco Trust in 1890 was part of a national industrial merger movement. The growth of giant corporations inspired a combination of awe and loathing. The Tobacco Trust—and ongoing issues of industrial collusion and competition—reflected a deep ambivalence within the American polity between appreciating the decided advantages of big business and recognizing its costs to innovation and entrepreneurship. 80 For a nation with deep commitments to a free market, monopolies threatened higher prices and the end of innovation.81 Perhaps if the tobacco monopoly had been the only one, public and political concern would have been more muted. But Rockefeller’s oil trust (which Duke so admired) and numerous others in railroads, copper, lumber, and other crucial industries created intense concerns about the concentration of capital.82


Trusts aroused political and cultural anxieties about the character of big business and the American economy. As corporations sought control over the variables of the market—especially in a time of periodic and intense economic downturns—Congress and the courts sought to limit the consolidation of corporate power. The central point was not the regulation of products like the cigarette, but rather the very structure and arrangements of corporate capitalism. Generally, the courts, especially the Supreme Court, found in favor of promoting competition. Although the Court was loathe to dictate corporate structure, it did—utilizing the Interstate Commerce Clause of the constitution—assert authority over how such organizations promoted or inhibited the movement of goods from state to state. 


The American Tobacco Trust and the Sherman Antitrust Act were both created in 1890, one by an industrial mastermind, the other by Congress. It would be almost two decades, however, before they would collide. By the time the Department of Justice indicted American Tobacco in violation of the Sherman Act in 1907, the combination controlled not only 80 to 90 percent of the cigarette trade, but also 75 to 85 percent of all other forms of tobacco use—everything except the recalcitrant cigar business. Duke not only brought all tobacco products into the combination, he added companies producing licorice paste for flavorings and tin foil for packaging. Under President Theodore Roosevelt, the Bureau of Corporations documented the actions and activities of the Trust in excruciating detail. When the Department of Justice undertook antitrust litigation against American Tobacco, it was one of the three largest companies in the United States. The other two were Standard Oil and U.S. Steel.83


In 1908, the Department of Justice filed a suit in equity against the American Tobacco Company, alleging violation of the Sherman Antitrust Act. Some sixty-five companies and twenty-nine individuals, led by Duke, were named in the suit. Under Roosevelt’s watchful eye, the government insisted on the dismemberment of the trust. The federal court in which the case was initially heard found American Tobacco guilty of violating the antitrust statute, but it exempted United Cigar Stores, British American Tobacco, and Imperial from prosecution. American Tobacco was banned from interstate trade pending the restoration of “competitive conditions.” Both sides appealed to the Supreme Court.

In May 1911, the Supreme Court found the American Tobacco Company to be in violation of the Sherman Antitrust Act and ordered the company dissolved. On the same day, using similar logic, it issued its decision breaking up the Standard Oil Trust. Both decisions rested squarely on the newly instantiated principle of what the Court called “the rule of reason.” Given the vague language of the statute, the Court would now assert the government’s regulatory authority over the excesses of trust building. The decision closely narrated the construction of the trust:The history of the combination is so replete with the doing of acts which it was the obvious purpose of the statute to forbid, so demonstrative of  the existence from the beginning of a purpose to acquire dominion and control over the tobacco trade . . . by methods devised in order to monopolize the trade by driving competitors out of business.




The Court described the Trust as “ruthless” in its design. As Chief Justice Edward Douglas White explained:We think the conclusion of wrongful purpose and illegal combination is overwhelmingly established by the following considerations [including] the gradual absorption of control over all the elements essential to the successful manufacture of tobacco products, and placing such control in the hands of seemingly independent corporations serving as perpetual barriers to the entry of others into tobacco trade.84





According to the Court, the facts spoke for themselves: American Tobacco deliberately sought and secured a monopoly. As a result, it had to be dissolved. It was on this basis that White asserted—in the face of a vague antitrust statute—the “rule of reason” in which the Supreme Court claimed, without clear precedent, the federal government’s regulatory authority over the new economy.85


Untangling what Duke had knotted together proved no simple matter. Prior companies and production processes had become intertwined. At the time of the breakup, a single department managed the leaf purchases for the entire organization. Each concern produced brands previously owned by other companies. Plants had been assigned specific products without regard for previous ownership.

Over the eight months following the decision, American Tobacco officials, the attorney general, and the circuit court judges negotiated a complex plan for the dissolution of the Trust. The settlement was meant to assure competition among the five newly constituted companies—each received factories, distribution and storage facilities, and name brands. But given the size and complexity of the business, there existed “insuperable obstacles to the creation of perfect competitive conditions” no matter how the industry was restructured. There simply was no going back.86


It was one thing to identify monopolistic practices and activities in restraint of trade, and quite another to figure out how to return the tobacco  industry to some form of regulated competition. Even those who applauded the breakup of American Tobacco soon found themselves critics of the negotiated decree restructuring the industry. This would not be the last time that the tobacco industry would successfully turn a regulatory intervention to its own advantage.

Even with dissolution of the Trust, open market competition never really returned to the tobacco trade. Barriers to entry remained firmly in place, obstructing new competitors from entering the market. The decree ending the Tobacco Trust was also subject to criticism and public rancor. Assistant Attorney General Jim McReynolds, the chief prosecutor of the case, called the settlement “a subterfuge fit only for the scrapheap.”87 The major players in the Tobacco Trust escaped with the lion’s share of assets and the potential to dominate key aspects of the tobacco market, especially cigarettes.

According to Louis Brandeis, who closely followed the case and was among the nation’s most distinguished observers of the new economy, American Tobacco was divided into “three parts to be owned by the same persons in the same proportions and to be controlled by the same individuals who the Supreme Court held to have combined in violation of the [anti-trust] law.” He went on:It is inconceivable that even a decision rendered by able and upright judges can make the American people believe that such a ”disintegration” will restore ”honest” competition.




It was, according to Brandeis, “An illegal trust legalized.”88


Nonetheless, the antitrust laws would be the principal tools for tobacco regulation through much of the twentieth century. Subsequent modifications, such as the Clayton Antitrust Act and the creation of the Federal Trade Commission (FTC), both passed by Congress in 1914, failed to resolve the tensions between the public good and the character of big business any better than the Sherman Act did.

Dissolving the monopoly merely put an oligopoly in its place. Assets of the conglomerate were parceled back to four new firms: the American Tobacco Company, Liggett & Myers, R.J. Reynolds, and P. Lorillard, all of which would prosper to varying degrees throughout the twentieth century.

Only one company not on the corporate map at the time of this rearrangement—Philip Morris—would ultimately share in the dramatic industrial growth of tobacco in the twentieth century. Many popular brands with considerable local appeal—produced by members of the Tobacco Trust—disappeared after the breakup as each of the large companies came to focus on a single brand.

In the immediate aftermath of the dissolution of the Tobacco Trust, observers noted no apparent decline in the prices of tobacco products. What did occur—as we will see—was a major intensification of advertising and promotion in the cigarette industry. In this sense, the modern cigarette emerged from the ashes of the Tobacco Trust. The tobacco oligopoly would return to a highly combative and sometimes competitive mode. But the major firms continued to recognize—even as they vied for market share and higher profits—their collective best interests. Three decades later, in 1941, the companies would again be found in violation of the Sherman Act, this time on charges of price-fixing.89 The residuum of collusion born of the Trust never entirely disappeared.

By 1911, certain key characteristics of cigarette consumption had been clearly established. Many of these attributes, though considered unusual at the time, went hand-in-hand with aggressive promotion to youth. Short, narrow, and wrapped in paper, the cigarette presented a unique contrast to more traditional forms of tobacco consumption. The brief encounter with tobacco it afforded seemed both insubstantial and unnatural. But it had already revealed qualities that would account for both its remarkable popularity and its dire impact. It demonstrated the critical link between mass production and mass consumption. Its highly addictive properties assured that once one became a smoker, one very likely remained a smoker. And the intense competition among manufacturers, as well as their intimate collusion, foretold a product of impressive potential and a vast multinational industry. Even in the late decades of the nineteenth century, the tobacco industry recognized the cigarette’s global possibilities.

The modern market in tobacco would nonetheless differ from that of the nineteenth century in important ways. Duke never completely understood that the cigarette would dominate the tobacco industry. After the breakup of the trust, he showed little interest in the cigarette, soon retiring from active management of the American Tobacco Company to go into the  electrical power business. Duke and others thought the strong rise in cigarette smoking was another fad in tobacco’s long history. With some thirteen billion cigarettes produced in 1912, he reasoned, the market was near saturation.90 By 1930, the still-expanding market would demand 119 billion. 91 What Duke failed to take in was that this product, which he had done so much to invent, was only in the earliest stage of its modern development. A corporate visionary, Duke anticipated and shaped major shifts in business organization and practice, and in cultural practice as well. But in the way that time and culture bind historical vision, he could not fully see what his own boundless ambitions wrought.







The boy who smokes cigarettes need not be anxious about his future, he has none.1


DAVID STARR JORDAN, 1915


 



I never smoked a cigarette until I was nine.


H. L. MENCKEN , DATE UNKNOWN


 



I’d walk a mile for a Camel.2


MARTIN FRANCES REDDINGTON, 1919
R.J. REYNOLDS EXECUTIVE



CHAPTER 2


Tobacco as Much as Bullets


WHEN THE STATE of Washington made the sale of cigarettes illegal in 1893, many legislators supportive of the law cited their disapproval of the business practices of the trusts. As one reporter explained, “This powerful combine which has secured control of the manufacture of all the leading brands of smoking tobacco and of nearly all cigarettes in the United States has been grinding the merchants and retailers to such an extent that they are glad to see it get a dose of its own medicine.” Retailers described feeling squeezed by the tobacco industry: “I’m glad the bill has passed. I am tired of getting off my stool 250 times a day to sell a five cent package of cigarettes and then making only ten cents on the whole lot.”3


But opposition to the cigarette was not grounded only in antagonism to trusts. The radical popularization of tobacco in this “perverse” form was contested as a moral and cultural offense. For some late nineteenth-century reformers, the cigarette represented many of the evils already associated with alcohol: wastefulness, indulgence, a poison harmful to self and others. As the movement to prohibit the manufacture and sale of alcohol drew increased attention and support in the last decade of the nineteenth century, temperance literature increasingly made reference to the rise in popularity of tobacco, especially in its new and most devious form, the cigarette.4 Cigarette smoking was widely seen as a “dirty habit”—a disreputable form of tobacco consumption typically practiced by disreputable men (and boys). Temperance reformers drew no distinction  between tobacco and alcohol: in their view, immorality led to bad health and unhealthful living to immoral life.5


The cigarette’s offense to the moral sensibilities of late nineteenth-century American society was deep-seated. Since the earliest days of the colonies, Americans had expressed ambivalence about the acquisition of worldly goods and their impact on character. Economic success and its material trappings invited moral failure. If the Puritan rigors of self-abnegation and austerity were relaxed in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, leisure itself continued to be regarded with considerable doubt. For Victorian sensibilities, pleasure, idleness, and material waste constituted important threats to personal character and social rectitude. The very nature of character building emphasized thrift, discipline, and industry. Personal wealth, though an important goal, held the subversions of indulgence and decline. As religious strictures loosened, many Americans regarded these seductions with ever-heightening concern.6 Even as the engines of consumption began to rev up in the mid-nineteenth century, social critics were quick to point out that satisfaction and salvation would not be found in the glittering marketplace of goods.7


As the growing popularity of the cigarette threatened to shatter aspects of these increasingly endangered values, their guardians would mount an all-or-nothing defense of the realm. The antitobacco movement was steeped in hostility to the seismic cultural alterations that the cigarette represented. The consumption of tobacco—particularly in this popular new form—quickly came to symbolize a basic moral and cultural crisis in the nation. “The anti-tobacco crusade is a moral one, just as was the struggle for temperance,” wrote the social reformer Vida Milholland. “It is a fight to free our beloved nation from a form of mental slavery, to which she is submitting, as long as she permits the poisoned drug, tobacco, to spread its fumes, like a pall over the land.”8 An 1884 New York Times editorial stated the national crisis in no uncertain terms: “The decadence of Spain began when the Spaniards adopted cigarettes, and if this pernicious practice obtains among adult Americans the ruin of the Republic is close at hand.”9


Attacks on the cigarette drew on traditional temperance rhetoric to generate a new reform agenda. In the early 1890s, Lucy Page Gaston, a Woman’s Christian Temperance Union worker and journalist, emerged as the national leader of a growing antitobacco movement. Traveling throughout the Midwest, she administered the New Life Pledge to boys and girls  in which they promised to abstain from alcohol and tobacco. Thousands took the pledge, and Gaston soon turned her full attention—and ire—to the cigarette. A founder of the Chicago Anti-Cigarette League in 1899, she brought together local efforts to form the National Anti-Cigarette League, which claimed some 300,000 members by 1901.10 As superintendent of the League, she combined grassroots activities with political lobbying to abolish smoking through legislation.

Many states had already banned the sale of cigarettes to minors. By 1900, North Dakota, Iowa, and Tennessee had enacted prohibitions on the sale of cigarettes altogether. As dozens of states debated such laws, rumors flew that Tobacco Trust representatives were liberally dispensing bribes among state legislators to fight the restrictions. Despite such efforts, Kansas, Minnesota, South Dakota, and Washington had all passed prohibition measures by 1909. As these bans went into effect, however, sales nationwide of cigarettes soared.

Gaston’s anticigarette coalition drew together a typical menagerie of Progressive-Era reformers: old-time temperance advocates, self-fashioned modern critics of waste in an age of efficiency, social reformers who perceived a link between tobacco and delinquency, physician reformers anxious about the health implications of smoking, and eugenicists who believed cigarette use was associated with degeneracy. Henry Ford became a prominent and vigorous supporter of the crusade. In 1916, he published a widely circulated compendium of antitobacco materials under the title  The Case Against the Little White Slaver and vowed not to hire smokers:Boys who smoke cigarettes we do not care to keep in our employ. In the future we will not hire anyone whom we know to be addicted to this habit. . . . We made a study of the effect upon the morals and efficiency of men in our employ addicted to this habit and found that cigarette smokers were loose in their morals, very apt to be untruthful. . . . 11





Ford recruited Detroit baseball star Ty Cobb to the campaign. Cobb’s assessment was similarly condemnatory:Cigarette smoking stupefies the brain, saps vitality, undermines one’s health, and lessens the moral fiber of the man. No boy who hopes to be  successful in any line can afford to contract a habit that is so detrimental to his physical and moral development.12





For Ford, Cobb, and their compatriots in the anticigarette movement, smoking was a profound moral failing and a sign of other social and characterological flaws.

The purported association with juvenile delinquency particularly aroused critics. In 1915, Leo W. Marsden, the officer in charge of the Police Juvenile Bureau of Los Angeles, concluded that smoking among young boys must be causally linked to crime. “By keeping an exhaustive record of such matters,” explained Marsden, “I find that over ninety per cent of the boys under twenty-one years of age who are arrested or brought to my office are cigaret smokers.” He found these boys to be “stunted in growth and under-developed in mind.”13 Such a view was not at all uncommon. At the heart of such conclusions stood an ongoing question: did smoking lead to physical and moral decline? Or did it simply attract misfits and weaklings?

As cigarette use increased in the first decades of the twentieth century, antitobacco activists and their medical supporters eagerly devised “cures” for individuals who had succumbed to the habit. In Los Angeles, the city sponsored a popular “anti-cigaret clinic” that drew a “veritable mob” of men, women, and children seeking treatment for their tobacco addictions. Such clinics, using a variety of medications, mouthwashes, and throat swabs, proved popular in many cities. Apparently, these prescriptions, like the silver nitrate solution administered at a Chicago clinic by Dr. D. H. Kress, made cigarette smoking thoroughly unpalatable.14 “The taste will grow more repulsive by tomorrow,” the physician assured his patients.15  Gaston vigorously supported such interventions, hoping to deter cigarette use before it became habitual. “We are opening [Dr. Kress’s] clinic,” she explained, “because we are convinced that there are thousands . . . in Chicago who would rid themselves of the vice if they had the opportunity.”16 In Hoboken, New Jersey, at a similar clinic, boys were turned away when the supply of silver nitrate gave out.17


Charles B. Towns was a central figure in developing treatments to help smokers quit. He claimed that cigarette smoking was “the greatest vice devastating humanity today” because of the “mental, moral and physical deterioration” it caused.18 Like many of his colleagues, Towns also was active in developing alcohol and opium treatment facilities. In 1901, he opened the Charles B. Towns Hospital in New York City, earning much praise from the medical community for his treatments. Rather than concentrating on his patients’ moral failings, Towns focused on detoxification and criticized many of the antidotes touted by others.19


Other opponents of smoking insisted that the cigarette polluted the public environment. Unlike cigars and pipes, typically used in parlors and drawing rooms, the cigarette quickly became a public accessory, smoked in the widest array of settings. Just as their successors would do in the late twentieth century, many now called for restrictions on smoking in public places in the name of the rights of nonsmokers. “In all fairness, is it not reasonable to demand that some limitation be placed upon the indulgence of this habit?” asked New York attorney and anticigarette crusader Twyman Abbott. Public smoking, he claimed, was worse than alcohol because of the toxic fumes left behind. He urged that dining rooms, railways, and public buildings provide adequate accommodations for nonsmokers.20


In 1910, Dr. Charles Pease, an antismoking advocate in New York City, founded the Non-Smokers Protective League in order to lobby for bans on smoking in public places.21 “The relaxed regulations which allow smoking in almost all public places, such as hotel dining rooms and theatres, inconvenience sufficiently those to whom smoking is generally offensive,” noted the New York Times in 1913. The Times opposed a petition to create smoking cars in public subways.22 Nonsmokers complained bitterly about the new veil of smoke in restaurants: “Smoking is now general in restaurants, and a non-smoker can seldom take a meal without the sickening fumes of tobacco puffed by a man who has a profound disregard for the rights and comforts of others.”23 A decade later, as health reformer John Harvey Kellogg noted, “Smoking has become so nearly universal among men, the few non-smokers are practically ignored and their rights trampled upon.”24


In the balance of “rights,” smokers made their claims as well. In New York City, smokers petitioned for the repeal of a law forbidding cigarettes on the rear platforms of streetcars. Tobacco dealers apparently supported these efforts.25 Other smoking activists lobbied for smoking cars on the state railways and elevated cars.26 The very process of claiming public space for smoking marked a critical element in the rise of the cigarette. And  those who voiced their disapproval of cigarettes also revealed how prevalent cigarettes had become.

The antitobacco movement marked the intensification of a fundamental conflict in values between the Victorian and the modern. What critics of the cigarette often miscalculated was an ongoing social process by which this form of tobacco use displaced other, more traditional modes. The cigarette stood on a cultural cusp. By one set of arguments, its failings mirrored those of alcohol, yet by another, it was radically distinct from alcohol and its many related social pathologies. Just as alcohol seemed a poor fit for the exigencies of an urban industrial society, so too did the other forms of tobacco use, which declined precipitously in the face of the triumph of the cigarette. “Plug tobacco,” noted Richard Tennant, “which was the chief form of nicotine dispensation in the mid-nineteenth century, is messy and socially disagreeable at the best, and in city life it is nearly intolerable.”27  The spittoon soon became an antique. The cigarette, produced by the very techniques of the modern era, fit the demands of its time.
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The use of cigarettes within the military became a crucial battleground. On the one hand, the military represented conventional nineteenth-century views of discipline, morality, and health as well as the conviction that the state had the essential responsibility of protecting “manhood” from vice and decay. The cigarette, like alcohol, was often seen as undermining the control essential to military discipline. Delinquent boys with cigarettes hanging from their mouths did not project a desirable image of military decorum. On the other hand, tobacco had long been seen as an important element of the military experience. As military officials debated the increasing ubiquity of cigarettes in their units, soldiers vigorously defended their presence.

In 1907, Surgeon General Presley Marion Rixey of the Navy recommended that sailors under the age of twenty-one be prohibited from smoking. Enlisted men were quick to protest. An underage recruit explained:If this cigarette recommendation is made the rule and such a thing is ordered, it’s going to put us young fellows who like them on the beam. It’s all right to talk about your cigars and your pipes, but cigarettes are cigarettes, and when you once get to liking the little sticks there’s nothing  that can take their place. Then don’t forget that life on the ocean, with none of your women folks or girl friends around to break the monotony, is a lot different from life ashore, and I tell you those dreamsticks help you to pass away many a dreary and homesick hour.28





By the time the United States entered World War I, opposition to smoking in the military was increasingly restrained.29 The campaign against tobacco, which had played on dominant chords of late nineteenth-century culture, now appeared prudish and out of tune with the moment. In the face of war’s bloodshed, the traditional notions that a prohibition on tobacco protected the troops from moral harm and health risks seemed frivolous. Ideas like deferred gratification and self-discipline were eviscerated by the violence of combat. “The men who for us have so long breathed the battle-smoke are to be defended from the dangers of tobacco smoke,” noted one critic of the anticigarette campaign. “We might as well discuss the perils of gluttony in a famine as those of nicotine on a battlefield.”30


The moral threat of the cigarette suddenly seemed tame and anachronistic, and smoking seemed positively safe compared to the profound violence confronting the men overseas. The heroes of the American Expeditionary Forces could hardly be viewed as delinquent and degenerate for smoking. When General Pershing was asked what the nation could do to assist in the war, he issued his famous plea to the home front: “You ask me what we need to win this war. I answer tobacco, as much as bullets.”31  Soon the very groups, such as the YMCA, that had stood at the center of cigarette opposition found themselves eagerly distributing them near the front and basking in the popularity of this largesse. Few transformations in our culture are so vividly clear as the shift from the bitter opposition to cigarette smoking voiced by the YMCA before the war and its enthusiasm for distributing cigarettes during the war. Many YMCA workers returned from their outposts in France as dedicated smokers.32


Despite these volunteer efforts, cigarettes were often in short supply and sold to the troops at a premium. Reports circulated widely that the YMCA and Salvation Army canteens were making a profit selling cigarettes to the troops. Soldiers complained that the YMCA, a major supplier, often charged fifteen cents a pack—the same price as in the United States. Dr. John R. Mott, general secretary of the YMCA, denied that the organization  was making any money on tobacco and insisted that in many instances, especially at the front, tobacco and coffee were distributed for free.33 Although soldiers could purchase packs of eight at the military commissaries, these were often inaccessible.34


The collection and distribution of cigarettes became a way for those on the home front to demonstrate their support for, and solidarity with, the boys in France. Volunteers organized smoke funds to collect donations to assure that the troops had adequate supplies of cigarettes. The “Sun Fund” amassed 137 million cigarettes in a two-month period. “Tobacco may not be a necessary of life, in the ordinary sense of that term,” explained the New York Times, “but certainly it lightens the inevitable hardships of war as nothing else can do.”35 The National Cigarette Service Committee collected the names of soldiers without families to make sure they received cigarettes. Volunteers prepared packages for shipment to the troops under the auspices of groups such as the Army Girls Transport Tobacco Fund.36


Getting the donated cigarettes to the boys on the front, however, proved difficult. The New York Times reported: “We know there are hundreds of patriotic American societies, clubs, and individuals raising funds for smoke comforts for our soldiers. They know the difficulties they are encountering in getting these smoke comforts to our boys ‘over there.’”37 In May 1918, the War Department agreed to assume the responsibility of equitable distribution, issuing tobacco rations. “A wave of joy swept through the American Army today,” noted the New York Times. “This step has been long hoped for by the soldiers and recommended by all officers from corporal to General Pershing.” 38 The tobacco ration was set at four-tenths of an ounce per day (with papers) or four ready-made cigarettes. At the height of the tobacco shortage, the government decided to take the entire output of Bull Durham for distribution to the troops.39 For those back home, denied their cigarettes, the Times suggested, “There is a remedy! Enlist and all will be well!”40


Opponents of the cigarette now appeared petty and vindictive. As one opinion piece from 1919 stated:
As for the poor fellows lying mangled in shell holes or in field and evacuation hospitals, with life slowly ebbing away from a body soon to become dreamless dust—who would be heartless enough to “prohibit” this last and only solace.41







Writing in retrospect, one commentator described the effect of the war on attitudes toward cigarettes: “Five million men, physically the flower of American manhood, were invited into a maelstrom of hardship, deprivation, danger and destruction. Smokers and non-smokers alike were collected and thrown haphazard into the field. Some young non-smokers witnessed husky, healthy and hard-boiled cigarette smokers. Cigar and pipe smokers with a grudge against the ‘fags’ found their prejudice slipping away. The general tendency was aided by the exigencies of the new and strange existence. . . . [T]he last vestiges of opprobrium that public understanding had not already removed were dissolved in the training camps and trenches.”42 The war radically reconfigured Victorian notions of risk and danger. The risks of smoking could only be known in context, and in this setting they looked very minor indeed.

Amidst the deprivations of war, cigarettes were high on the list of “realizable desires.”43 The camaraderie of war came to be symbolized in the sharing of a cigarette, a new commodity of morale. Finding a cigarette for a wounded soldier was an act of tender generosity in the “brotherhood of the front.”44 Supporting such acts was a matter of patriotism: Bull Durham tobacco came out with the slogan, “When our boys light up, the Huns will light out.”45 As one commentator explained:The difference between the old army and the new was strikingly illustrated by the difference in their choice of tobacco. The soldier of the old army was most strongly addicted to the use of that unlovely article known as “plug”—thereby giving steady employment to the spittoon-makers. The men of our new armies, however, expressed an overwhelming preference for the cigarette. Thus does tobacco gauge the progress of civilization.46





Cigarettes were the “modern” tobacco for this “modern war.”

World War I would mark a critical watershed in establishing the cigarette as a dominant product of modern consumer culture. Rather than interrupting the rise of the consumer culture, the Great War accelerated it. In retrospect, promotion and patterns of use among servicemen during the war confirmed that the cigarette would not be, as Duke had feared, a mere fad. Promotional efforts, tightly tied to wartime patriotism and morale, proved impressively successful in transforming a popular, if marginal, product and  behavior into a cultural idiom. Moreover, the wartime smoking experience would demonstrate a central aspect of cigarette smoking: it is a behavior that is powerfully reinforcing, both biologically and psychologically. Soldiers returned home committed to the cigarette.
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The rise in popularity during the war had been preceded by an intensification in promotion. In the aftermath of the dissolution of the American Tobacco Trust in 1911, advertising budgets skyrocketed as each company fought for its share of a growing cigarette market.47 One year prior to the breakup, the U.S. Commission of Corporations estimated total tobacco advertising expenditures at around $13 million, with cigarettes accounting for approximately one-third. Two years after dissolution, cigarette advertising alone would account for $13 million. As other forms of tobacco consumption declined in the years before World War I, demand for cigarettes rose dramatically. Although the new market for cigarettes cannot be ascribed only to increased advertising, corporate promotion was certainly effective in both channeling tobacco use to the cigarette and recruiting those previously uninitiated to tobacco. Even though cigarette makers emphasized differences in the production and taste of their respective products, they realized that they were at the mercy of the subjectivity of “taste.” And that taste depended as much on the consumer culture as on the blend of tobacco.

The “Coming of the Camel” campaign, sponsored by the Reynolds Tobacco Company, marked the first signs of what was to follow. Reynolds had never acceded to participation in the Tobacco Trust, and although Duke eventually acquired two-thirds of the company’s outstanding stock, its founder and president, R. J. Reynolds, refused to cooperate and even worked to promote the legal case against the Trust. When the Trust was broken, he resolved to crush Duke. “Watch me and see if I don’t give Buck Duke hell,” he reportedly announced upon hearing of the Supreme Court decision.48 Whereas his company’s primary market had been plug, in the waning days of the Trust he introduced a new cigarette, Red Kamel. The brand failed, but Reynolds liked the name, and in 1913 he brought out a new cigarette, now simply called Camels. A tobacco connoisseur, Reynolds combined bright, white burley with a sprig of Turkish tobacco to produce a “blended” cigarette, with a mild taste that closely resembled more costly options. Priced at ten cents a pack, it competed well with more expensive brands and still turned a profit given its use of cheaper domestic tobaccos.49  The apparent mildness of Camels was developed to create mass appeal. To help distinguish it from its competition, Reynolds offered no promotions. “Smokers realize that the value is in the cigarettes and do not expect promotions or coupons,” he explained.50 Against Duke’s earlier advertising devoted to these now traditional promotional devices, Reynolds went modern.

Reynolds committed unprecedented advertising money to promote this single product, creating a national campaign to make the Camel cigarette a truly national brand. In 1914, newspapers throughout the country ran ads several days in succession that announced simply, “The Camels are coming.” These were followed by a second wave of ads proclaiming, “TOMORROW there’ll be more in this town than all of Asia and Africa combined.” Creating such expectations—and their fulfillment—would become a central technique of modern consumer advertising. The third ad portraying the Camel cigarette package read “Camel cigarettes ARE HERE.” This advertising campaign—and here the term campaign appropriately reflects the strategic technique—met with unprecedented success.

Between its introduction in 1913 and 1915, Camel became the first truly national cigarette brand. By the end of the war, it had climbed to the top of sales. With market share determining what brands of cigarettes the government bought for soldiers during the war, Camel, now accounting for over one-third of the U.S. cigarette market, received a significant boost.51 By 1918, with Camel holding such a significant part of the overall cigarette market, that massive promotion was no longer required, Reynolds cut his advertising budget. Camel was soon joined by two other competitive national brands, the handiwork of the other two dominant companies after the breakup of the Trust, American Tobacco and Liggett & Myers. Each also came to rely on an intensive advertising campaign similar to Reynolds’s Camel campaign. By the mid-1920s, the three firms commanded over 80 percent of the cigarette market, each with a single brand: R.J. Reynolds’s Camel, Liggett & Myers’s Chesterfield, and the American Tobacco Company’s Lucky Strike. Each brand would become a national icon for its corporate parent.52


The rise of national brands of cigarettes was but one indication of the cultural transformation occurring in the early twentieth century. The consumer culture in which the cigarette became so prominent and popular  marked the construction of the first truly national, secular culture in American history. The localism and regionalism that characterized the “island communities” of the nineteenth century gave way to a fully nationalized cultural ideal that diluted local economies, values, and practices.53 Small-scale production, regional distribution, and local clienteles were all on the way out. With a national culture came national products. Tobacco traversed this sea change through the cigarette. Moreover, such national commodities drew together, at every cash register, the country’s diverse ethnic, regional, and social groups. Rich, poor, black, white, German, Indian, Jewish, or Chinese, you could always smoke a Camel.54
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Closely tied to the twentieth century’s new norms and beliefs was the cultural dominance of youth. If the Eighteenth Amendment, prohibiting alcohol, was the nineteenth century’s last stand, the triumph of the cigarette marked the impressive social and cultural shifts that would characterize the new century. When T. S. Eliot described “Cousin Nancy” in 1917, he captured this transformation.


Miss Nancy Ellicott smoked  
And danced all the modern dances;  
And her aunts were not quite sure  
How they felt about it,  
But they knew it was modern.55



Through the 1920s, as the cigarette became an increasingly omnipresent prop in the culture of youth, smoking stood as a prominent symbol in the fires that burned between generations.

The cigarette soon came to play an important role in the rituals of adolescent identity. For many adolescents eager to leave childhood behind, the cigarette signified adult status. Even as smoking became phenomenally popular in the 1920s and 1930s, it caused increasing concern for parents, who now had the burden of policing this behavior among their offspring, often while practicing it themselves. Many parents noted that the fact that they smoked incited intergenerational conflict. Adolescent boys came under intense peer pressure to smoke; “to refrain from smoking,” noted one  author, “would be the same as joining the ‘sissy’ group of boys.”56 Impressively, just as smoking became a marker of masculinity, it simultaneously became a symbol of beauty, glamour, and sexuality for women.

Many would link cigarettes with a new sexual accessibility among adolescent women, a marker of independence and autonomy. Following the war, young men and women smoked together with impunity. For women, the cigarette was part of a syndrome of rebellion that typically included cosmetics, dancing, and sexual experimentation. “The coarsening effect upon young womanhood through the smoking of cigarettes, through the exposure of nakedness in public appearance, of overpainting the face and lips, and of petting parties, are everywhere apparent,” noted the Buffalo Evening Post. “It may be true that women have the same right as men to drink and smoke and indulge habits peculiar to masculinity, but that means the lowering of the standards of womanhood to the level of the men.”57


Even as strident opponents of the cigarette lost favor, attitudes toward women and young smokers ranged from ambivalent to disapproving. While states debated comprehensive restrictions on smoking, local governments instituted their own. In 1904, Jennie Lasher was sentenced to thirty days in jail in New York under a new state law for endangering the morals of her children by smoking in their presence.58 The New York City Board of Aldermen unanimously passed an ordinance in January 1908 restricting public smoking among women. Public establishments permitting women to smoke could lose their licenses.59 Katie Mulcahey was arrested under the law and fined $5. “I’ve got as much right to smoke as you have,” she told the magistrate. “I never heard of this new law, and I don’t want to hear about it. No man shall dictate to me.” After defaulting on the fine, she was taken to a cell.60 Mayor George Brinton McClellan, Jr., had actually vetoed the ordinance, but it had been incorrectly posted by a court clerk. Mulcahey was soon freed.61


The fact that the antismoking movement centered so forcefully on smoking among women and children ultimately undercut its legitimacy. As notions of women’s equality grew and women campaigned for political recognition, arguments against their smoking seemed like a dusty artifact of Victorian moral beliefs of female separateness and vulnerability. Smoking bans directed at women offended their newly honed sensibilities. Such opposition was perhaps as effective a motivation for women to smoke as any advertisement. And there is overwhelming evidence that women were  experimenting with the cigarette long before the industry would explicitly acknowledge this in its own advertising and promotion.62


Apparently, not all the cigarettes shipped to France during the war were used by the troops. As A. E. Hamilton explained, the gender boundaries associated with smoking dissolved in the war:But since 1914, when nurses and you lassies joined Tommy and Doughboy in a smoke, this line has begun to melt away, until the picture of the flapper without her cigarette has become like a picture of [Vice President] Charles G. Dawes without his pipe.63





Women workers on the home front, housed in government dormitories, also smoked like their brothers-in-arms—notwithstanding some protests. “If Congress admits that women have a right to vote,” explained one working woman, “I’d like to see them stop us from smoking. If a woman wants to smoke, she’ll smoke.”64


Cigarette smoking among young women was often viewed by critics as the first step down a slippery path of moral decline that led to drinking, petting, and “other” sexual behavior. The cigarette, they suggested, was a marker of sexual accessibility and rebellion from familial and social conventions. Antitobacco rhetoric inevitably backfired among young women especially. According to Good Housekeeping, “girls begin smoking to demonstrate that they are strictly modern and up-to-date in their views and habits of life.”65
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As the nation attempted to “return to normalcy,” the growing popularity of the cigarette antagonized antitobacco groups that viewed it as the next symbol of an amoral modernity. The war necessitated a critical hiatus in the anticigarette movement (while it created many new smokers), but activists eagerly saw the armistice as the moment to reinvigorate their efforts. Buoyed by the victory of national prohibition with the passage of the Eighteenth Amendment, anticigarette activists returned to their trenches. Evangelist Billy Sunday reportedly proclaimed, “Prohibition is won, now, for tobacco.” “The time when the suggestion of tobacco prohibition could be laughed at has passed,” wrote the New York World in 1920. “It is a definite possibility and unless vigorously met, it will become a real probability. The same forces that imposed prohibition on an unwilling nation are behind the antitobacco movement.”66 The WCTU widely distributed a new pamphlet, Nicotine Next, outlining the rationale for the attack on smoking.

State campaigns to limit the use and sale of cigarettes reemerged after the war. In 1921, after much public debate, Utah banned “the giving away, sale, exchange or barter of cigarettes,” as well as the advertising of cigarettes and public smoking. The anticigarette bill’s supporters, who included the WCTU, temperance advocates, and representatives of Brigham Young University, offered a series of objections to the cigarette. In particular, they emphasized the dangers, both moral and medical, to women and children. Senator Edward Southwick, the bill’s author, quoted Surgeon General Hugh S. Cumming that “if American women generally contract the habit, as reports now indicate they are doing, the entire American nation will suffer. The physical tone of the whole nation will be lowered. This is one of the most evil influences in American life today. . . . The habit harms a woman more than it does a man.”67 Another supporter of the legislation noted that “the fingers of our girls are being varnished with the stains of those harmful little instruments of destruction.”68 Just as earlier opponents of the cigarette had done, Senator Southwick argued that the use of the cigarette violated the liberties of nonsmokers, offended moral sensibilities, and polluted public space. “We cannot bring our wives and daughters to the city,” he wrote, “and cannot come along without encountering tobacco smoke everywhere that saturates our clothing, and nauseates us. Personal liberty! Ours is as inviolate, or should be, as theirs.”69


Increasingly aggressive and prominent advertising also drew the ire of activists. The belief that tobacco interests sought new customers among women and children was frequently voiced: “It is not . . . those who have acquired the cigaret habit,” Southwick noted, “but new material and victims, that this advertising seeks to find.”70 For antitobacco campaigners, the 300 percent increase in cigarette sales over the previous decade could only be attributed to the nefarious power of advertising. One legislator described an ad portraying Santa Claus smoking a cigarette as “a desecration of the child’s faith, if not blasphemy.” Southwick argued that “skilled advertising causes the boy to think he will never be a man until he smokes cigarettes.” Senator Reed Smoot of Utah took the floor of the Senate to  argue that the aggressive promotion of cigarettes through the 1920s encouraged widespread “cigarette addiction.”

Not since the days when public opinion rose in its might and smote the dangerous drug traffic, not since the days when the vendor of harmful nostrums was swept from our streets, has this country witnessed such an orgy of buncombe, quackery, and downright falsehood and fraud as now marks the current campaign promoted by certain cigarette manufacturers to create a vast woman and child market for the use of their product.71



“The cigarette campaign,” concluded Smoot, “is a libel—a great libel—upon American business ethics.”

Those in favor of maintaining the legality of cigarette smoking frequently centered their counterarguments on more pragmatic grounds. Bills like Utah’s restricting the sale of cigarettes, they argued, were difficult to enforce and promoted black markets. American Legion posts, with many members fresh from their experiences in the war, composed declarations opposing the Utah bill or offered satirical critiques advocating a ban on “all things pleasurable.” Other critics of the legislation argued that its supporters’ ties to the Mormon Church were indicative of a minority attempting to impose a religious belief upon the majority. They condemned the bill as “incapable of enforcement, unjust in its deprivation of inalienable personal liberty and as perverting the basic principles of the constitution in attempting to force the masses to act in accord with the whims and peculiar views of certain groups.”72


By 1922, sixteen states had either banned or restricted the sale or promotion of cigarettes. But virtually all these laws proved short-lived. Passed with publicity and fanfare, they were quickly repealed after brief periods of erratic and weak enforcement. Increasingly, opposition to the cigarette proved out of step with cultural and political expectations, which made its restriction seem ironically intemperate in the new postwar national climate. By the 1920s, it was one thing to criticize smoking, quite another to enlist government to police its use. Much as Lucy Page Gaston and her colleagues tried to focus moral outrage on the cigarette, the emerging urban industrial culture found it decidedly unthreatening, even for women. Indeed, many now recounted its impressive and reassuring assets. The days of serious restrictions on tobacco use were numbered (at least for the moment). Antitobacco statutes marked the last stand of Victorian moral strictures that could not long survive in the modern consumer culture with its new norms regarding pleasure, sexuality, and spending.73


Still, concerns about smoking persisted. Progressive leaders, disturbed by the sharp increase in tobacco consumption during the war, formed a distinguished Committee to Study the Tobacco Problem in 1918. The Committee comprised a diverse group of noted academicians, clinicians, and social reformers, including William Osler, Irving Fisher, Henry Ford, and John Harvey Kellogg. Attempting to strike a moderate tone, they neither condemned tobacco from a moral perspective nor approved its use. Instead, consistent with the Progressive ethos, they focused on its economic impact and its ancillary costs to society. One study commissioned by the Committee argued that, despite some popular beliefs, tobacco did not contribute to “mental efficiency.”74


Most notably, the Committee sought—notwithstanding its strong antitobacco bias—to disassociate itself from the moralistic tone of the prohibition crusade. This new model of antitobacco activity accepted the basic rubric of the consumer age; by investigating and publicizing the harmful effects of cigarettes, the Committee’s members believed they could have an important impact on behavior. They would soon come to understand, however, that the clout of the industry, new techniques of promotion, and the particular addictive attributes of the product overmatched them. The rise of the cigarette could not be impeded by Progressive reason.

Many now argued that cigarettes were the ideal product for the modern age, offering pleasure, solace, and relief from the stresses of contemporary life. Whereas temperance reformers had presented alcohol and tobacco as related threats, tobacco advocates and consumers eagerly dissociated their product from alcohol. As the Literary Digest noted: “Because it promotes contentment, tobacco becomes a blessing to those who use it properly. Tobacco is not associated with excesses as liquor is. A man might smoke too many cigars, it is true, but then even the most zealous anti-tobacco agitator wouldn’t expect the smoker to go home and ‘beat up’ his family. The purchase of a can of smoking tobacco seldom leads to arrest for disorderly conduct. In most cases, indulgence in tobacco makes one calmer and more peacefully inclined.”75 “Tobacco would-be prohibitionists,” noted the New York Times, “have a case not a hundredth part as good as they had against  alcohol. . . . To call tobacco a ‘demon’ would be such an obvious and wild exaggeration of its real demerits that those who did it simply would be laughed at.”76


As a commentator in 1919 argued:
Who ever heard of a man committing murder or rape or felonious assault while under the influence of—tobacco?

Who ever heard of a man’s children going without shoes because he spent all his money on—tobacco?

Who ever heard of a woman’s ruin made possible because she had been plied with—tobacco?77






With Prohibition having made alcohol less accessible, tobacco assumed many of the elements of sociability and leisure that had historically rested primarily on alcohol. Observers of the social scene remarked on how cigarettes were employed to “break the ice” in social encounters. Some argued that the cigarette was the new stimulant of the modern age, the perfect drug for an urban-industrial society. By the mid-1920s, Gaston’s high-handed moral fervor had become the focus of satirical barbs. Sinclair Lewis, in his novel Arrowsmith, poked fun at “the anti-nicotine lady from Chicago” who injected ground-up cigarette paper into laboratory mice at a health fair only to incur the wrath of “an anti-vivisection lady, also from Chicago.”78 No doubt, the times had changed; the cigarette had come to play an increasingly important role in the day-to-day manners of the consumer culture. In the face of rising consumption, Gaston’s apocalyptic claims for cigarette use now seemed to reveal more about her and her social movement than about the product she so bitterly detested.

Opposition continued through the 1920s in the face of the cigarette’s rising popularity, but antitobacco proposals failed. Instead, state legislatures debated new approaches to limiting the use of tobacco. Many of these proposals would be debated again later in the twentieth century: in Illinois a bill called for restrictions on ads pitched to youth; Idaho debated bans on billboards and radio advertising. Senator Smoot urged that cigarettes come under the regulatory aegis of the Food and Drug Acts. Although opponents of smoking would continue to raise objections, the success of the cigarette made antitobacco rhetoric increasingly peripheral. Those states in  which successful prohibitions had been legislated found them widely disobeyed and unenforced; the statutes, ironically, now symbolized the triumph of the cigarette.
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But while the cigarette had gained a national foothold overall, social acceptance of women smokers did not proceed apace. Even though women’s consumption had increased, disapproving commentaries still abounded. As  Good Housekeeping explained in 1929:The odor of stale tobacco does not add to a girl’s charm, neither do nicotine-stained fingers, nor will the repulsive affections of the mouth and throat which sometimes afflict smokers.79





Women, critics warned, were especially susceptible to the harms of smoking because of the peculiar biological vulnerabilities of the “weaker” sex.

Tobacco will do to girls and to women all that it does to boys and do it harder. One of the worst things that tobacco does is shake nervous systems, and the nerves of women are less able to stand abuse than those ofmen.80



For those opposed to the cigarette, the increase in women smoking constituted a growing moral crisis that was sharpened by the practice’s particular sexual meanings. One parent asserted that it was not cigarette smokers per se that alarmed her, but the social context and meanings of the behavior. Though perfectly content for her children to smoke, she nonetheless suggested that “if [my daughter] smokes as part of a petting party in a car parked out along the ocean or in the woods—then I have a problem, but that problem is not smoking.”81


Among the young, proper women who attended college in the 1920s, the use of cigarettes became an important issue. The ritual of setting and breaking of rules in some ways resembled the experience of soldiers before World War I. At elite women’s colleges, where issues of political and social equality between men and women were the subject of intense debate, conventions and regulations about female smoking came into occasionally vigorous dispute. Smoking bans on campus arose only as earlier social  conventions were tested. In one typical example, at Wellesley College, the first rules against smoking were issued in 1918; first offenders lost privileges for six weeks, and further violations could lead to expulsion. Such limits not surprisingly generated dissent. “Violations of the no smoking rule rose to a climax when all the occupants of one Quadrangle dormitory were ‘campused’ [i.e., not allowed off campus] for the rest of the year.”82


In 1922, the New York Times reported that two Wellesley students had been forced to leave school for refusing to relinquish their cigarettes. “The college does not permit of the development of the new woman,” explained freshman Billie Burse to the New York Times. “To advance a girl must dare, and again dare, and dare forever more. The faculty frowns on our knickers; then they frown on our ideas; and now, having found our cigarettes, they’re frowning again.”83 Although the story was later exposed as a ruse, it nonetheless drew widespread attention to the rising intransigence among young women toward no-smoking policies.

Despite student protests, the faculty upheld the ban, noting that “to sanction smoking is contrary to the spirit and traditions of the college.” Wellesley students apparently evaded the rules that forbade students smoking within the towns of Wellesley and Natick, by walking to the town line to smoke. “Needless to say,” explained a history of the college, “this custom was not popular with the faculty nor with the neighboring citizens to whom long rows of girls perched on their walls and puffing industriously was not a pleasant sight.”84 Disciplinary measures for violations of smoking regulations varied from college to college. At Bucknell University, forty-four women who admitted to smoking in their rooms were restricted from having dates for the next six months. The ruling caused the cancellation of an upcoming dance.85


One college administrator suggested that as long as women smoked in their rooms, there would be no consequence. But public smoking—an open declaration of autonomy—invited discipline. Even so, once the Lucky Strikes were out of the box, they could not be put back in. Women at colleges and universities quickly became committed to the important meanings the cigarette conveyed about them.86 College rules forbidding smoking and drinking were routinely violated and soon deemed unenforceable. Smoking became a “choice” and a powerful symbol of breaking with convention. The importance of “personal style, preference, and taste” provided critical opportunities for defining the new, pluralistic mores that would characterize twentieth-century American culture.

By the mid-1920s the faculty at Wellesley had reconsidered their opposition to smoking and opened Alumnae Hall for students’ use. In 1925, Bryn Mawr College also opened smoking rooms to its students, officially recognizing what “everyone” knew: bans on women smoking would inevitably fail because they reflected assumptions about gender, sociability, and sexuality that were in rapid decline. By this time, forbidding the cigarette was largely a lost cause.87 Marion Edwards Park, Bryn Mawr’s president, explained that “the experience of every college head is that an unenforceable regulation leads to the formation of secret practises which glorify the supposed evil and tend to weaken other disciplines.”88 Vassar and other women’s colleges soon followed suit, relaxing restrictions on campus. Other institutions, however, dug in to maintain convention by affirming new prohibitions against women smoking. The dean of women at Northwestern University insisted that any girl caught smoking—at school or elsewhere—would be dismissed immediately. “Smoke and Leave School,” announced another dean to her women students.89
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