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It’s easy to take for granted the food we eat today. When you open the freezer to take out a pizza or a bag of peas or a box of waffles, you’re probably not thinking about who “invented” frozen food. But someone did, and that man was Clarence Birdseye. Some people might say that this is a book about a nerd, but it is really a book about a man who started a food revolution.

Clarence Birdseye was one of those kids who don’t quite fit in. He was intensely interested in things his peers were not thinking much about. He did not care about what was hip or fashionable, and he was sometimes ridiculed for his peculiar interests. He didn’t have enough money to finish college and was forced to drop out, yet he ultimately made a fortune off one of his ideas.

Although this story isn’t from the headlines of today, it might sound like it’s happening now. A list of people who changed the world in our time would include Bill Gates, a man who got his start devising a computer program for tic-tac-toe in the eighth grade; spent most of high school and college creating other programs; dropped out of Harvard to start his own software company, Microsoft, at age twenty; and soon became the wealthiest man in the world. And Mark Zuckerberg, who started Facebook with a group of college friends. Like Gates, Zuckerberg didn’t finish college and started his own business, which made him a billionaire by age twenty-three.

Twenty-first-century inventors achieve fame and fortune at a much earlier age than their nineteenth- and twentieth-century counterparts. In truth, there have always been life-changing inventions, and the inventors from a century ago were just like the young people of today. They were people who looked at what could be created and found innovative ways to make new projects happen.

When Clarence Birdseye was alive, from the late nineteenth to the mid-twentieth century, the rate at which original, life-changing inventions were being developed and sold was dazzling. These dramatic inventions included electric lights, automobiles, the phonograph, and even the airplane, as well as smaller ideas, such as portable cameras, drinking straws, Styrofoam, fountain pens, and barbed wire.

Birdseye’s interest in industrial food is not surprising, as there were many before him who made their fortunes from products like flavored gelatin, dried cereal, processed cheese, or sliced bread. Making a fortune on developing a really melty fake cheese is no stranger than selling an app that takes photos of your dog in a hat for more than a billion dollars. The key to invention is simply imagining something.
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If Clarence Birdseye hadn’t been born in Brooklyn (which was not part of New York City in the 1880s) on December 9, 1886, his life might have been very different. Brooklyn was the third-largest city in the United States and one of the fastest growing. Between 1880 and 1890, the population of Brooklyn increased by more than a third, to 806,343. One of the factors that made such growth possible was refrigeration. When populations of a few hundred thousand people or more lived in a concentrated area that produced no food, it was difficult to supply and distribute the needed quantities of fresh and nutritious food every day. Once people were able to buy a few days’ worth of groceries and refrigerate them, population density began to rise.

A critical component of refrigeration around the world was ice generated in winter on the frozen lakes of upstate New York and New England and stored year-round in icehouses along the Hudson River. There the ice was kept insulated with sawdust until it could be shipped to cities. The storehouses supplied New York City with more than one million tons of ice every year for food and drinks.

The pleasure of enjoying iced drinks on a hot day had been a luxury for the wealthy since Roman times, but in New York City in the late nineteenth century, it became commonplace. Almost half of Manhattanites and Brooklynites stored food in their homes inside insulated boxes chilled by blocks of ice. A few people even had artificially chilled refrigerators, though at that time they were dangerous and clumsy electric machines with unpredictable motors and leaky fluids.

Birdseye was born into this world of iced drinks and refrigeration. He and other New Yorkers lived in a city where ice was used more than anywhere else in the world.

Even though Birdseye lived most of his life in the twentieth century, he spent his formative years in the late 1800s and grew up to become a nineteenth-century man. He was born at the height of the Industrial Revolution, and though he worked in an age of electronic invention, all his inventions would be mechanical, never electronic.

When Birdseye was born, the popular heroes were the inventors of the Industrial Revolution, who created that great shift from products made by hand in workshops to products made by machines in factories. He grew up in a time when industry was admired and industrializing was considered an admirable feat, as creating new technological gadgets is today.

In Birdseye’s age the world was rapidly becoming industrialized, yet the food industry lagged behind and was still mostly artisanal. Not everyone had an icebox, and the preservation of refrigerated food had not been perfected. People had to rely almost exclusively on fresh produce.

Yet the world had evolved, thanks to new inventions. In 1876, just ten years before Birdseye was born, Alexander Graham Bell invented the telephone. The following year Thomas Edison invented the phonograph. In 1878 Joseph Wilson Swan, a British inventor, patented the first incandescent lightbulb and lit his home with electric lights. The year before Birdseye was born, a German engineer named Karl Benz—perhaps as important in his day as Bill Gates is today—patented the first automobile for practical use: a three-wheeled vehicle powered by an internal combustion engine, the kind still used in cars today, which is fueled by periodically filling the tank with gasoline. Also in 1885, another German, Gottlieb Daimler, built the first gas-powered motorcycle; the following year he built the first four-wheeled automobile.

Among the other important inventors at the time of Birdseye’s birth was George Eastman, who was to have a profound effect on Birdseye. In 1884 Eastman patented roll film, and in 1888 he produced a lightweight camera that used the film, naming it the Kodak camera. His company, the Eastman Kodak Company, was the first major supplier of photographic equipment and gave birth to amateur photography, a passionate hobby of the young Clarence Birdseye. These cameras were to him and his generation what the latest cell phones and tablets are to us today.

In 1884 the synthetic-cloth industry began when a French chemist, Louis-Marie-Hilaire Bernigaud, Comte de Chardonnet, patented a process to make artificial silk, which a decade later became known as rayon. That same year Lewis Waterman, a Brooklyn insurance agent, frustrated with the inefficient pens of the day, invented the capillary-feeding fountain pen, the first practical alternative to a pen dipped in an inkwell. Also in 1879 James Ritty, an Ohio barkeeper, became the first manufacturer of cash registers, which he had invented. In 1885, the American inventor Hiram Maxim demonstrated the first machine gun to the British army. In 1886, Birdseye’s birth year, in addition to Daimler’s automobile, Coca-Cola and the first washing machine were invented. The following year barbed wire, which divided up the open range and changed the character of the American West, as well as contact lenses, were patented. In 1888 Marvin Stone, an Ohio-born inventor, came out with the first paper drinking straw. In 1892 Joshua Pusey, a cigar-smoking attorney from Pennsylvania, invented the matchbook. In 1891, when Birdseye was four years old, Jesse Reno invented the escalator. Typical for his generation, Reno was part inventor and part entrepreneur, creating a sensation in Birdseye’s native Brooklyn when he showcased the escalator for two weeks as a ride at the Coney Island amusement park. It was then featured on the Manhattan side of the Brooklyn Bridge—itself still a sensation as the longest suspension bridge in the world, connecting Brooklyn and Manhattan for the first time in 1883.

EUROPEAN INVENTIONS

Birdseye grew up in a time when new devices seemed to be coming out every week, garnering a great deal of public attention with claims that they would change everyone’s life. Young people in particular embraced the new devices. It was an exciting time to be growing up.

In the nineteenth century there was a notable difference between the culture of American inventors and that of European inventors. In America, when someone came up with a new industrial idea, he registered it with the government, which gave the inventor a patent to establish his authorship of the idea. Americans had a Puritanical belief that anyone who invented something had a moral obligation to put it to useful service, so they thought inventions were of little value without practical and commercial applications. While Europe had the same patent-registry procedure, European inventors worked on patents that were merely theoretical, lest they give the impression of harboring lowbrow commercial interests. They did not have a capitalist view; they did not want to use inventions to make money.

There were, of course, exceptions on both sides. One was Dr. John Gorrie, who ran a hospital for the US Navy in Apalachicola, Florida, that treated victims of yellow fever and malaria. He invented a primitive form of air conditioning in the 1840s that produced artificial ice by expanding compressed air. Gorrie cooled his hospital and his home with his device but was so attacked by religious conservatives for interfering with God’s design that he published his ideas in the Commercial Advertiser under a pseudonym. Not realizing who the writer was, the editor of the publication criticized the author for failing to put his ideas into service. It would be sixty years before modern air conditioning was developed, at the beginning of the twentieth century.

Then there was Robert Fulton, the father of the steamboat, an American inventor who actually benefited from the European view. The steamboat had had a long development that had nothing to do with him. It was a European idea, as was the steam engine. A Frenchman, Denis Papin, invented a piston steam engine in 1690 and a man-powered paddle-wheel steamboat in 1704 but failed to attract any interest in them. The Scottish engineer James Watt built a greatly improved steam engine at the time of the American Revolution. But although the French, the Germans, the British, and the Americans built various steam-powered vessels, there were no commercially successful steamboats until Fulton’s. So the great inventor Robert Fulton did not exactly invent anything. Rather, he put the right kind of engine in the right kind of vessel and established a commercial run on the right route. Earlier lines existed, but they were established on less profitable routes or on routes that already had good land transportation.

Fulton established his line in 1807 on the East River in Manhattan, making trips up the Hudson to Albany, the state capital. It was successful, in part because there was no good land route for hauling freight between these two important centers. Fulton is today often erroneously remembered as the inventor of the steamboat—in much the same way that Birdseye is erroneously remembered as the inventor of fast freezing. The real reason we still know the name Fulton is that he launched an industry by showing that money could be made from steamboats and that it was a commercially important idea.

Birdseye grew up in a world where mere concepts and ideas were not enough. Inventors were expected to solve a problem, form a company, and, hopefully, earn a fortune. Alexander Graham Bell, a Scot who moved to Canada and then to America, was fairly well known, not only as the inventor of the telephone but also as the founder of the first telephone company, the Bell Telephone Company, in 1877. By the time Birdseye was born, just nine years later, Bell Telephone had placed phones in 150,000 homes and offices.

In 1876 Thomas Edison came to the public’s attention for selling his telegraph idea to Western Union for a surprising $10,000. Then in 1880 he created another industry, Edison Lampworks, which manufactured 50,000 lightbulbs annually. When Edison developed an idea, which he did with astounding regularity, he built a company. This was the model Birdseye and his American contemporaries would follow.
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Clarence Birdseye understood that he had a funny name, so he quickly dropped the Clarence and went by Bob for the rest of his life. Even people today who know the frozen-food brand Birds Eye, with its descending bird as a symbol, are often surprised that there actually was someone with such an odd name. All his life people had trouble believing that Birdseye was really his name. One of his favorite stories was how he once found himself in San Francisco, short on money, and wanted to cash a check. He called the local branch of General Foods’ Birds Eye Division, a company named after him, explained his problem, and gave his name. The man on the other end of the line told him if he stopped kidding and gave his real name, he would connect him with someone.

Birdseye, who loved to tell stories, had another favorite, about the origin of his name. According to him, it was originally two words—Bird’s Eye. In his story the young page to an English queen saw a large hawk swoop down toward her majesty. “This page boy ancestor of mine, according to the records, took out his trusty bow and arrow and shot that bird right in the eye,” Birdseye would explain. “The queen was so tickled, she gave him the name right on the spot.” He never produced these records, so there is reason for suspicion.

However, Birdseye loved hunting and hyperbolic tales of improbable shots. A great influence of the nineteenth century that would never leave him was the romance of the American West, which combined those two loves. He was born in a time when people who did not adjust well to life on the East Coast often went west, hoping for better, only to live with great deprivation and often violence. There was a brutal war of extermination against the native tribes throughout the territories. In 1886, Birdseye’s birth year, the US Army, having failed to capture Chiricahua Apache leader Geronimo in Arizona, negotiated a treaty with him, which was never honored. The last action of the US Army against the native tribes took place when Birdseye was four years old. It was the shooting of three hundred mostly unarmed Lakota Sioux men, women, and children at their Pine Ridge, South Dakota, reservation by the Wounded Knee Creek on December 29, 1890.

Once the bloodshed ended, the western romance began, both on the East Coast and in Europe. Western landscapes became popular, as did rugs and other Indian artifacts. Romantic novels of western adventure were widely read; lacking massacres and broken treaties, the battles were represented as gripping but fair fights. Birdseye loved these spirited tales as a boy, and in fact all his life, and cowboys, hunters, and trappers fascinated him. His favorite writer was George Alfred Henty, a nineteenth-century English war correspondent turned popular novelist who wrote adventure stories, usually for boys. The lead characters were always highly intelligent, extremely resourceful, and courageous. He wrote 122 novels before he died, in 1902. Birdseye’s favorite Henty novel was his 1891 Redskin and Cowboy. It is the tale of an English boy who is forced to leave the safety and quiet of his uncle’s home and journey to the American West, where he meets such characters as Straight Charley, Bronco Harry, and Lightning Hugh. Although most Henty novels are thought of as children’s books, Birdseye read them and other westerns his entire life, rereading his favorites.

As a kid growing up in Brooklyn, Birdseye dreamed of being a smart, capable young hero of a Henty novel. During his childhood, in the 1880s and ’90s, several historians named Buffalo Bill Cody the most famous person in the world. He had earned his nickname after having been hired by the Kansas Pacific Railroad to keep the rail workers supplied with buffalo meat. According to legend, in eight months between 1867 and 1868 he killed 4,280 buffalo (actually bison). This kind of killing was another nineteenth-century American reality that strongly influenced Birdseye.

Historians have labeled the second half of the nineteenth century the age of extermination. The American bison herd, the largest land animal herd ever recorded, was by the late nineteenth century reduced from the tens of millions that once roamed the plains to only a few hundred. Today about 200,000 live on preserves and ranches. Passenger pigeons, which were thought to number five billion when Europeans started coming to North America and may have represented as much as 40 percent of the continent’s bird population, were killed for cheap food. The last passenger pigeon passed away in a Cincinnati zoo in the early twentieth century.

In the nineteenth century four hundred thousand skunks, five hundred thousand raccoons, and two million muskrats were killed in a typical year. Beaver, seal, and sea otters were all victims. Gradually, led by such writers as Ralph Waldo Emerson, Henry David Thoreau, and John Muir, Americans started to grow concerned about the slaughter, and the government began regulating hunting. At several points in his youth Birdseye came into conflict with the new regulations.

Bob Birdseye wanted to be a colorful character, and in 1951 he wrote, “The public customarily thinks of me as an inventor … but inventing is only one of my lines. I am also a bank director, a president of companies, a fisherman, an author, an engineer, a cook, a naturalist, a stockholder, a consultant, and a dock-walloper.” Clarence Frank Birdseye, Bob’s father, for whom he was named, did not pursue a life of adventure. Born in 1854, he attended an elite Brooklyn school, graduated from Amherst College in 1874 and Columbia Law School in 1877, and, like his father and grandfather, became a prominent attorney. He wrote numerous books, often on education, such as The Reorganization of Our Colleges and Individual Training in Our Colleges, as well as a number of legal textbooks, including his 1879 revision of New York State code and statutory law, which became a standard legal textbook.

Clarence Senior married Ada Jane Underwood, Bob’s mother, who was born in Brooklyn a year after he was, in 1855. If the urge toward industrial invention has a genetic strain, Bob did not inherit it from the legalistic Birdseyes but from his mother’s side. Ada’s father, Henry Underwood, was a belt manufacturer. The machines of the Industrial Revolution ran on belts that connected motors to working parts through pulleys. Henry Underwood reasoned that the belts would stop slipping if they had more surfaces on the pulleys. So rather than a flat or rounded belt, he built a trapezoidal one to run through pulleys with angular grooves. His invention did not have the impact of electric lightbulbs, or even frozen food, but it improved many machines, and when Underwood patented his idea, it merited mention in the April 1860 edition of Scientific American in their roundup of new inventions. Ada’s father was the first American manufacturer of leather belts, which he later improved, creating cotton-leather belts in the 1890s. Underwood’s belts, and those inspired by his inventions, were critical to the growth of industrial machine technology and were a small but essential part of the development of refrigeration machines.

Clarence and Ada had nine children, but one of the twin girls born two years before Bob died before she was a year old. Bob was their sixth child. There is not a great deal known about Bob’s relationship with his seven siblings. His older brothers Kellogg and Henry became businessmen, to whom he often
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