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  The Cradle of American Confections


  NEW ENGLAND had a sweet tooth long before Marshmallow Fluff entered the scene, and chocolate was its first love. In Europe, drinking chocolate was a luxury, served in elegant pots and dishes with all the sophistication befitting such an exotic, exclusive beverage. In the New World, however, cacao was more affordable because of direct trade routes from the West Indies and freedom from tariffs, guilds, and controlling monopolies. Easy access turned drinking chocolate into a daily eighteenth-century ritual; families roasted and ground the cacao beans, mixed them with water or milk, and then sweetened the resulting drink with imported sugar, domestic honey, or maple syrup. Like Europeans, Americans also ascribed to chocolate a variety of medicinal benefits, such as aiding digestion, curing headaches and depression, and restoring strength to the ailing.


  It was in Boston in 1764 that the first commercial production of chocolate in America began. Irish chocolatier John Hannon had learned commercial-scale chocolate making in London, a craft not yet mastered outside of Europe. Once settled in Boston, he met American-born physician and grocer James Baker. Valuing the health benefits and medicinal uses of chocolate—as well as the business opportunity—Baker financed Hannon’s lease of a water-powered gristmill to grind their first cacao beans. They launched their company on the Neponset River in what is now Dorchester and called it the Walter Baker Company.


  Not long after Hannon and Baker set up shop, other entrepreneurs throughout the region enlisted mills to manufacture chocolate, most notably in Central Falls, Rhode Island, where William Wheat’s mill on the Blackstone River gave the town the nickname Chocolateville.


  Just a decade after commercial production of Baker’s Chocolate began, drinking chocolate saw a significant spike in popularity. In the wake of the Boston Tea Party and other protests against British tea taxes, revolutionaries across the colonies, particularly in Massachusetts, deemed drinking tea unpatriotic. Drinking chocolate provided a delicious (and passive aggressive) alternative. This chocolate binge came to an abrupt halt, however, when blockades during the Revolutionary War limited all imports, including cacao and sugar.


  By the time regular trade was restored in the early 1780s, American attitudes toward chocolate had changed. After years of strife on both sides of the Atlantic, with Americans freeing themselves from the reign of a British King and the French ousting their own aristocracy, all things connoting nobility had soured in popular consciousness. Though it had been a populist beverage on this side of the Atlantic, the European association between elitism and drinking chocolate affected American tastes too, and it fell out of favor.


  But it was delicious—and purportedly nutritious and medicinal—so chocolate could never completely lose its appeal. In the early 1800s, chocolate bars became the favored conveyance. The Walter Baker Company developed bars that were less prone to spoiling and sold them wrapped in wax paper with a money-back guarantee of freshness.


  These blocks of chocolate—dense, portable, and packed with calories for quick energy—became America’s first fast food. Whalers off the coast of Massachusetts stashed them in their pockets for sustenance and shared them on their travels. Prospectors carried them west to California during the Gold Rush of the 1800s.



   As their product traveled from coast to coast, the Walter Baker Company emerged as a national brand. By the dawn of the twentieth century, the company had nine hundred workers and a complex of grand, industrial buildings forming the centerpiece of Dorchester’s 
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 Lower Mills area. This attracted clusters of small businesses and homes meant to serve the factory’s workers, giving the neighborhood the nickname of the Chocolate Village.


   ✦


  Before climate-controlled facilities, hot days meant melting cocoa butter and rancid product. New England’s cool climate gave chocolate makers—and the generations of confectioners to come—an edge over southern states hoping to break into the game. Even in relatively temperate Boston, chocolate making was initially a seasonal activity reserved for the cooler months. Despite these hiatuses, Boston emerged as the national leader in confections. It was a position the city held well into the first part of the twentieth century, in no small part because of its strong transportation network; raw ingredients of sugar, molasses, cacao, and vanilla were brought in by sea, and the finished sweets were distributed across the city’s thriving rail system.


  An industry was born. Two sugar refineries, one in East Boston and another in nearby Revere, converted raw sugar into its edible components. A large workforce—some of them European immigrants familiar with candy making and many others willing to learn—built and labored in the fast-growing factories that dotted the region. Industrial investors and innovators enabled this early generation of confectioners to grow quickly.


  Chocolate wasn’t the only sweet staple in the region; before the advent of candy stores, apothecaries mixed sugar (also considered medicinal) with other remedies to make more palatable lozenges and sugar drops. Befitting the era, these types of makers were small, neighborhood businesses. In the 1800s in Salem, Massachusetts, the company known today as Ye Olde Pepper Companie began by making Gibralters, a combination of sugar and peppermint oil, and then Black Jack, made with blackstrap molasses. Black Jack became the nation’s first commercially sold stick candy. The confections traveled widely, carried by the area’s seafaring merchants around the globe, but the candy’s identity remained tied to its place of manufacture, as Salem Gibralters and Black Jacks were local institutions. The scale of manufacture was small and the tools—cooking pots and common utensils like spoons, knives, and scissors—were simple.


  As the Industrial Revolution advanced in the second half of the nineteenth century, however, forward-thinking entrepreneurs and inventors entered the candy scene. Boston’s Oliver Chase mechanized the manufacture of confections when he created the lozenge cutter machine in 1847. Chase’s invention, comparable to a pasta maker, produced flat, round disks of a consistent size and thickness. Chase’s lozenges were sold to soothe dry throats and settle upset stomachs, and they quickly developed a following under the name of Hub Wafers. With his brothers Silas and Daniel, Chase built a company on those lozenges along with their popular Conversation Hearts, multicolored heart-shaped candies with romantic inscriptions. Eventually, the Chase venture merged with three other candy companies to become the New England Confectionery Company, known today as NECCO.


  NECCO wafers—like other candy of the period—were considered a valuable, non-perishable food source, and as such achieved an odd, iconic status. NECCO wafers were brought along on two major expeditions: Donald MacMillan’s trip to the Arctic in 1913 and Admiral Richard Byrd’s voyage to the South Pole in the 1930s. Byrd packed two and a half tons of NECCO wafers for his trip, an allowance of a pound a week for each of his men on the two-year voyage. This unofficial endorsement, coupled with dozens of other successful products, helped grow NECCO into one of the world’s largest candy companies. In Cambridge, Massachusetts, NECCO anchored “Confectioner’s Row” amid a cluster of other candy manufacturers, including Daggett Chocolate, George Close Company, Squirrel Brand Company, Nabisco, James O. Welch Company, and Fox Cross Company.


  Building on the concept of the lozenge cutter, a huge variety of small tabletop machines emerged in the second half of the 1800s to improve efficiency and decrease the need for skilled labor. With whimsical, Wonka-like names such as the Kiss Knocker, the Champion Candy Crimper, the Cut Drop, the Stick Candy Spinning Machine, and the Humbug, confectioners were now able to quickly cut and consistently form hard candies into specific shapes. Powered by hand cranks and utilizing rollers, cutting wheels, and assorted dies, pliable sugar ropes or slabs were fed through one side of the machines as uniform pieces emerged from the other.


  Perhaps the most important innovation for confectioners was the revolving steam pan, developed in Philadelphia in 1843. This machine used steam to both cook candy and power the moving parts of the factory. Instead of manually stirring open kettles of chocolate and boiling sugar, the revolving steam pan agitated the liquid and kept it from burning. The mechanization of this dangerous, exhausting task mitigated the risk of injury and allowed factories to operate with fewer workers and mix larger, more consistent batches.


  For soft, chewy candy, the candy press—developed in the mid-1800s—enabled the quick creation of marshmallows, gumdrops, fondant, and gel-centered candies like jellybeans. By 1899, the candy press was automated and transformed by a new invention: the starch mogul. This clever improvement was an enclosed box inside which wooden trays were filled with starch, compressed flat, then indented with a set of desired shapes. Those trays of starch were then used as molds, with the candy liquid poured into the cavities. Once the candy solidified, the trays were flipped over to release the gooey treats. Marshmallows were ready to eat, while other candies like jellybeans and gumdrops received an additional sugar or chocolate coating. The leftover starch would be sifted and reused for the next batch.
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    Chase & Company advertisement, January 1890. Courtesy Library of Congress.


  The starch mogul also vastly improved factory safety. The starch room in any candy factory was a dangerous place, as the airborne particles were prone to explode. The enclosed container of the mogul limited the starch released into the room, reducing that risk. Modern confectioners still use starch moguls, albeit with some updates, of course.


  Shortly after the development of the starch mogul, the enrober changed the game for traditional chocolatiers. Invented in France in 1902, the enrober eliminated the labor-intensive task of hand-dipping chocolates. Bonbons, caramels, cookies, and other treats were placed on a screen and passed on a conveyor belt through a steady stream of chocolate. Rollers underneath coated the bottoms. The results were attractive, almost as pretty as hand-dipped chocolates, though the coating wasn’t quite as thick—a benefit for confectioners seeking to economize on cocoa.


  The Schrafft Candy Company, founded in Boston in 1861, used the starch mogul and enrober to grow its business, specializing in the large-scale manufacture of gumdrops and boxed chocolates. By 1928, the company was operating the largest candy factory in the world on the Charlestown side of Sullivan Square. With sixteen hundred workers in that plant alone, Schrafft’s produced a wide range of treats, including candy canes, candy corn, spearmint leaves, cakes, and ice cream.
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    Schrafft Candy Company advertisement, circa 1950s.


  In a move that would impress today’s venture capitalists, Schrafft’s expanded its business to include the operation of motor lodges along the length of the East Coast and fifty-five restaurants, mostly in New York. Those restaurants, which have been called the “mid-century restaurant version of Starbucks,” were high volume, moderately upscale, distinctly urban, and ubiquitous.


  ✦


  At the turn of the twentieth century, Schrafft’s had one local rival: the Walter M. Lowney Company. After a childhood spent in Maine, Walter Lowney learned about the manufacture of confections in Philadelphia, another major candy-making hub. Lowney moved to Boston and began making caramels. By 1886, Lowney’s candy dippers were turning out one ton of choice chocolates a day from a single factory on Pearl Street in Boston. Even without the use of a chocolate enrober, Lowney’s sold four million packages of bonbons in 1899.
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    Walter M. Lowney’s Bon Bons Candy advertisement in Good Housekeeping, 1904.


  With that kind of output, Lowney’s company needed all the production space it could muster. In 1905 Lowney was operating two factories in Boston, one on Pearl Street and another on Commercial Street, as well as a massive plant in Mansfield, Massachusetts, with two hundred thousand square feet dedicated to production. He also had another large facility in Montreal, Canada. For distribution, the company maintained numerous retail outlets and offices throughout northeastern United States and Canada.


  The growth of the Walter M. Lowney Company was felt most markedly in the town of Mansfield. Just as Hershey, Pennsylvania developed around the Hershey Chocolate Company’s factories and the benevolence of its founder, Milton Snavely Hershey, Mansfield, Massachusetts fulfilled the vision of Walter Lowney and his company. Drawn to the town by the available land and proximity to the railroad, he built his fourteen-acre complex on Oakland Street in 1903. At the company’s peak, he employed one thousand Mansfield workers in a monumental six-story building.


  Lowney developed the town of Mansfield to meet his company’s needs. He financed the town’s water and sewer systems. Across the street from the factory, Lowney Farm’s dairy cows provided the milk for the factory’s milk chocolate. He created housing for his workers, many of them recent Italian immigrants, in ten duplexes nicknamed “Lowney Houses.” He guided the development of municipal infrastructure, donating land for the Town Common (now known as North Common), and encouraged the creation of a town manager position to facilitate local government. Since there wasn’t a place to host out-of-town visitors and social gatherings, he built a popular hotel and restaurant in the town center called The Tavern, living there himself for a period. He established the Lowney Airfield where, in 1925, a freelance pilot landed on the grass runway and gave sightseeing rides for a dollar. He constructed a baseball field and sponsored the home team. His patronage went all the way down to the grassroots with donations to the Mansfield Boys Club.


  The company’s most popular early product was Lowney’s Cocoa, marketed as a breakfast beverage. But it was Lowney’s bonbons that became the company’s mainstay. These memorable treats were packaged in fancy, reusable tins emblazoned with effusive slogans like, “Gateway to the Good Graces of those who love the Good Things of Life.”


   ✦


  Though the treats they produced were sweet, life in a candy factory was less so. For confectionery workers, the biggest dangers were explosions, respiratory illnesses, and burns. Airborne sugar, cocoa, and starch are highly combustible and presented a daily threat. The development of the starch mogul helped lessen the hazard caused by that ingredient, but the other light, powdery particles remained a concern. After emptying bags and barrels of ingredients into open kettles, workers would be coated from head to toe, the air cloudy with particles. Because factories lacked air filtration systems, workers commonly suffered from lung ailments. Both the steam to power the machines and the large pots of sticky, molten sugar could do serious harm as well.


  By way of compensation, confectionery jobs—at least those with the largest companies like Lowney’s—often came with attractive benefits such as pensions, paid time off, and life insurance. Some employers like New England Confectionery made medical care available with a doctor and nurse on site for workers and their families. The Walter Baker Company offered sick leave and shortened workweeks.
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    These teenage boys worked as coconut shavers in the Kibbe’s Candy Factory, Springfield, MA, October 1910. Courtesy Library of Congress.


  Lowney, however, took the wellbeing of his workers a step further. Starting in 1907, workweeks were limited to forty-seven and a half hours. All of Lowney’s employees received annual bonuses as part of a profit-sharing program. Demonstrative of the company’s success, the profit-sharing pot was $15,000 in 1906 and grew to $24,000 in 1908—more than half a million dollars today. In 1914, any employee who had worked for the company for at least a year received what a contemporary trade association called a “substantial sum of money,” along with a note from President Walter M. Lowney: “We are sensible of the fact that our success has come only through united effort and we believe such effort should have reward and recognition that it may always continue.”


  In Mansfield, all this bounty was the envy of nearby communities. (Residents of Foxborough mocked the community, calling it Lowney-town.) If there were any misgivings in Mansfield about Lowney’s largess, folks kept it to themselves. All reports were that Walter Lowney was held in universally high regard.


  For the likes of Lowney’s, Schrafft’s, and other major confectioners, the Industrial Revolution and the resulting inventions were major labor savers. What had previously taken a full day of cutting boiled sugar for hard candies like lemon drops and humbugs now only took fifteen minutes. The starch mogul alone slashed the task of fifteen workers down to three.


  These technological advances also removed the skill required for many traditional candy-making tasks, so while the number of workers in candy factories grew in the first decades of the twentieth century these were primarily lower wage, unskilled jobs. Chocolate dipping had been mainly women’s work that could garner a wage of nine dollars a week. Using the enrobing machine meant that the task was downgraded to loading and unloading the belts of product entering and leaving the machine. What had once been a skilled trade, now automated, required no specific knowledge or expertise. Meanwhile, as candy making became increasingly proprietary, companies began to guard their recipes more closely. Company owners kept ingredient sources and production details secret from even their own employees. By the 1930s, those tasked with making candy were no longer artisans or craftspeople holding specialized skills or technical knowledge. For the tens of thousands working in confections the tasks were now rote.


  With dramatic increases in production and steep reductions in the need for skilled labor, candy making emerged as a highly profitable business with explosive growth. In 1850, there were 383 factories and 1,733 workers producing $3 million worth of confectionery nationwide. By 1900, that had grown more than tenfold, with just shy of 4,300 factories and 33,000 workers producing $60 million worth of candy each year. A decade later, production doubled, with annual revenues exceeding $135 million, and it continued to grow exponentially. By the mid-1940s, candy was America’s $1 billion industry.


   

  CONFECTIONERY FACTORIES LIKE LOWNEY’S—a true giant among Boston’s confectioners—provided employment opportunities to women and talented candy dippers; piece-work, in particular, generated significant income. To entice applicants in 1920, a large display advertisement ran across the Boston Globe’s Help Wanted section, featuring the chatty Nellie Walsh of the Personnel Department:


  
     Dear Folks:


  There is a lot more than mere work in being in the employ of the Walter M. Lowney Company.


  I am going to tell you about some of the things we do here.


  In the first place, of course, we employ a large number of girls and women, and many have been here for years.


  They like their work, and that is a big advantage for them. They are contented and happy.


  We are taking on new people all the time, and right now we are looking for a lot. ...


  Did you know that the Boston Health Department made the usual thorough inspection a while ago and gave us a rating of 100%? That is a pretty good showing.


  The work is interesting and agreeable, and is the kind that make you feel as though you had accomplished something when the day is all done. You can picture some fellow taking a box of Lowney’s Chocolates to his girl and you have an interest in helping him out and doing your best with the box. ...


  Did you ever hear about our L.C.A.—That is the Lowney Cooperative Association. Everyone belongs.


  The L.C.A. has to do with all things like Cafeteria, Mutual Benefit, Store, Credit Union, Legal Aid, etc.


   


  The Legal Aid has been a benefit to many of the people because it has helped them in their own personal troubles when they didn’t know just what to do.


  There are classes in Dancing and Millinery, and sometimes a show—there are a lot of people here who can do stunts. Then we have movies noons where we can all sit down in the dining room and the change rests us for the afternoon’s work. ...


  There is a Rest Room with books to read and—of course, the nurses when we need them. ...


  Fifty men from the Americanization Classes went up the other day and took out their “first papers.” Wasn’t that fine! They are so interested in the classes.


  Come to the Battery Street Elevated Station, walk down to 486 Hanover Street, take elevator to the fourth floor, Personnel Department, and ask for me. I’ll be there.


  Nellie Walsh


  P.S. Read my fifth paragraph again.




  A photo of Miss Nellie Walsh with this brief biography accompanied the letter:


 
    Some time in the early [18]90s Miss Nellie Walsh came to Lowney’s to work in the Bonbon Department during her school vacation. She found the work so congenial and everybody so pleasant and friendly that she soon became a regular member of the Lowney family. She has steadily risen until today she is in the Personnel Department interviewing our girls interested in Lowney’s.



 


   ✦


  It wasn’t just technology that impacted the candy business. World War I dramatically affected the price and availability of sugar and cocoa, the key ingredients in any confection. Sugar was needed for armaments, as molasses was converted into industrial alcohol and its chemical components used to make explosives. Demand for sugar spiked across the globe at the start of World War I as surplus stores were quickly depleted. European sugar beets were unavailable as the fields were etched with trenches for battle instead of furrows for crops. Meanwhile, major agricultural producers of sugarcane were unable to effectively respond—like the Philippines, hobbled by drought and an epidemic. Ships were available and freight costs were low, but without access to the raw materials sugar prices skyrocketed. In 1919, the cost of sugar was double that of the previous year.


  To meet the world’s demand, sugar production in the United States surged dramatically. The United States exported 2.5 million tons of refined sugar during World War I, sourcing the raw material from cane grown in Cuba and Louisiana and domestically grown sugar beets. The leap was massive: two and a half times more sugar was produced in the United States in those three years than in the preceding forty-five years combined.


  Along with its use in armaments, the military relied on sugar to provide a portable source of quick calories for the troops. While once considered a battlefield luxury, candy was an essential part of World War I combat rations. Early on, the American military was buying 150 tons of candy each month, and the amount grew steadily as the war carried on.


  In earlier conflicts, chewing tobacco had been the go-to salve for soldiers. During World War I, however, American soldier turned to candy—hard candies, chocolate, and especially chewing gum. Chewing gum, which activates the salivary glands, served as a substitute for water for troops on the march, and with food sometimes in short supply, it helped quell hunger. Battlefront dental care was likely low on the list of priorities for the individual soldier, but the military understood that poor oral hygiene could be the army’s undoing in the long term. The military encouraged gum as a preventive to tooth decay and deemed it a positive alternative to chewing tobacco. How popular was chewing gum? In just the month of February in 1919, Wrigley’s alone shipped 3.2 million packages of gum to meet its share of a government order.


  The federal War Industries Board (WIB) set production quotas for confections, priorities for distribution, and uniform prices that the military would pay to ensure adequate supplies. The prices set by the WIB enabled manufacturers to earn higher-than-market profits on their military contracts. Th.is created a powerful incentive for the major suppliers to ramp up production. For these special orders, companies typically produced unique items to help the war effort. The Walter Baker Company, for example, produced chocolate bars for World War I troop rations under a new W.T.W. brand—the initials standing for “Win the War.” These sales gave a major boost to the largest candy manufacturers and a great advantage over smaller confectioners after the war.


  With the military claiming such a giant share of sugar and cocoa, stateside supplies were limited and prices were highly volatile. Smaller American candy makers needed to get creative if they were to remain in business. One solution was shrinking the sizes of individual candy pieces. Packages of sugar wafers and chocolate bars were reshaped, slimmed, and miniaturized, all in an attempt to keep the same consumer price while allowing the confectioner to maintain a profit. Another way to limit the use of sugar and chocolate without reducing the size of the bar was to mix in cheaper, more accessible ingredients. Raisins and other dried fruits added sweetness and bulk without sugar. Gooey fruit centers could fill out a product while still meeting consumer interests. Ingredients like coconut, oats, popcorn, and puffed rice and wheat were cheap and added appealing flavor and texture. Companies selling these ingredients marketed themselves to confectioners with the promise of “the old-time size at the old-time price.” Sweeteners that were more readily available, like corn syrup, presented yet another option. Confectioners developed recipes for nougat, caramels, and marshmallow that enlisted this substitute. This economic necessity bred innovation, and confectioners quickly birthed a whole new breed of concoctions that would become the modern candy bar.


  Lowney faced the challenge by developing the Cric Croc and the Milk Chocolate Crispy bar; both used puffed grains to stretch the chocolate further. Chocolate-covered raisins, dates, and nut milk bars were quickly added to the lineup. Lowney developed complex candy bars too, including the That’s Mine (with the slogan of “Six Inches of
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