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Scenes from Upton Sinclair’s The Jungle, 1906
One Sunday evening, Jurgis sat puffing his pipe by the kitchen stove, and talking with
an old fellow whom Jonas had introduced, and who worked in the canning-rooms at
Durham’s; and so Jurgis learned a few things about the great and only Durham canned
goods, which had become a national institution. They were regular alchemists at
Durham’s; they advertised a mushroom-catsup, and the men who made it did not know
what a mushroom looked like. They advertised “potted chicken.”….Perhaps they had a
secret process for making chickens chemically—who knows? Said Jurgis’s friend; the
things that went into the mixture were tripe, and the fat of pork, and beef suet, and
hearts of beef, and finally the waste ends of veal, when they had any. They put these
up in several grades, and sold them at several prices; but the contents of the cans all
came out of the same hopper….Anybody who could invent a new imitation had been
sure of a fortune from old Durham,…
There was another interesting set of statistics that a person might have gathered
in Packingtown—those of the various afflictions of the workers….There were the men in
the pickle-rooms, for instance, where old Antanas had gotten his death; scarce a one of
these that had not some spot of horror on his person. Let a man so much as scrape his
finger pushing a truck in the pickle-rooms, and he might have a sore that would put him
out of the world; all the joints in his fingers might be eaten by the acid, one by one. Of
the butchers and floors-men, the beef-bonners and trimmers, and all those who used
knives, you could scarcely find a person who had the use of his thumb; time and time
again the base of it had been slashed, till it was a mere jump of flesh against which the
man pressed the knife to hold it….
Worst of any, however, were the fertilizer-men, and those who served in the
cooking-rooms. These people could not be shown to the visitor,--for the odor of a
fertilizer-man would scare any ordinary visitor at a hundred yards, and as for the other
men, who worked in the tank-rooms full of steam, and in some of which there were open
vats near the level of the floor, their peculiar trouble was that they fell into the vats; and
when they were fished out, there was never enough of them left to be worth exhibiting,-sometimes they would be overlooked for days, till all but the bones of them had gone
out to the world as Durham’s Pure Beef Lard!....

