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Cater to the Children 

The Promotion of White Lead 

The girl and boy felt very blue 
Their toys were old and shabby too, 
They couldn’t play in such a place, 

The room was really a disgrace. 
But all at once they chanced to spy 
The Dutch Boy Painter passing by. 
“Oh Mother!” each one cried with joy, 
“Please let us play with that nice boy!”. . . 

“This famous Dutch Boy Lead of mine 
Can make this playroom fairly shine 
Let’s start our painting right away 
You’ll find the work is only play.” 

(National Lead Company, The Dutch 
Boy Conquers Old Man Gloom, 1929) 

The response by the lead industry to reports on the dangers of lead was a 
cynical thirty-five-year advertising campaign to convince people that lead 
was safe, and the most insidious part of this campaign was the industry’s 
marketing to children. Beginning in 1918, just as the studies of the Harriet 
Lane Home in Baltimore confirmed that lead paint was a danger to chil-
dren, the industry undertook a sustained advertising and promotion cam-
paign designed, in the words of National Lead’s trade magazine, Dutch Boy 
Painter, to “cater to the children”1 while convincing their parents and the 
public health community that lead “helps to guard your health.” This elab-
orate and decades-long public relations campaign was intended to shape 
the public image of lead, emphasizing its “healthful” qualities and suggest-
ing that it was essential for the social and economic progress of the nation. 

In ads throughout much of the first half of the century, National Lead 
continually marketed not only its individual products, but also lead in gen-
eral. A series of advertisements in National Geographic in the early 1920s 
extolled lead’s critical place in modern American life. Lead, used in the 
production of fertilizers and insecticides, would protect customers “from 
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5. Cater to the children: From 1906, when the National 
Lead Company adopted the Dutch Boy logo, children were 
a central element in the company’s advertising campaigns. 
Source: Dutch Boy Painter (January/February 1918), 
advertising section. 

famine” and keep “the wolf from the door.”2 In another ad directed at the 
new automobile-buying public, National Lead explained how important 
lead was in the production of every part of the car—in its batteries, radia-
tors, lightbulbs, gas tanks, gasoline, even tires.3 

Lead was presented as integral to the scientific revolution that was trans-
forming the very way Americans saw the world. It was used in optics— 
ordinary cameras and eyeglasses as well as in “lens-making [which] has 
made the planets in the universe objects as familiar to astronomers as are 
the chickens in a barnyard to a farmer’s wife.” Likewise it contributed to 
our ability to see the smallest microorganisms. “With the help of magnify-
ing lenses man has developed the serums that protect humanity against 
diphtheria, typhoid, and other diseases.”4 In all of these ads, the objective 
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was to extol the benefits of lead in general and to convince the public that 
they would really feel the loss if lead in paint were eliminated: “It is in paint 
that lead would be missed the most. No matter where you go you can see 
and touch this important product.”5 No mention was made of the dangers 
of lead—that workers were poisoned, children died, women miscarried, 
people were affected by convulsions or palsies. 

National Lead’s ad campaign was also designed to promote its own line 
of Dutch Boy white lead paint. National Lead’s logo of the little Dutch Boy, 
sitting on scaffolding with a paintbrush in one hand and a bucket of paint 
beside him, became a part of American consumer culture, appearing in 
thousands of issues of popular and trade magazines from Good Housekeep-
ing and Better Homes and Gardens to Lead and Painter and Decorator 
throughout the early decades of the century. (Also appearing frequently 
was Sherwin-Williams’s “cover-the-earth” logo: a can of paint pouring over 
the entire world.) 

The early twentieth-century demographic movement to single-family 
homes, often on the fringes of growing cities, was accompanied by uncer-
tainty about the way one was to function in these new environments. 
Most of America’s new suburbanites, previously apartment dwellers, had 
little experience with maintaining a lawn, garden, and home. The lead 
paint industry wasted no time in seizing this enormous marketing oppor-
tunity.6 In brochures, booklets, and advertisements, the industry dispensed 
tips on the fine points of middle-class living. In a booklet titled “Decorat-
ing the Home,” the National Lead Company illustrated “up to the minute 
effects obtainable with white lead paint.” The booklet sought to portray 
the role of paint in both the traditional and the modern home. The cover 
showed a grand house surrounded by huge trees and a well-manicured 
garden. In the first few pages, illustrations of Tudor, colonial, and southern 
colonial exteriors and interiors suggested stability and tradition: the hand-
somely painted cornices and trim, the fireplace, with a model schooner sit-
ting on the mantelpiece, a picture of a bearded patriarch hung over a 
crammed bookcase, a room filled with Victorian furniture.7 

Modern homes, the captions informed readers, were equally in need 
of lead paint, particularly the Dutch Boy brand. National Lead informed 
the new homeowner that even the “bungalow type of home depends 
largely on its surroundings.” “To make it stand out, the color scheme 
selected for its decoration should usually offer a striking contrast to the 
surrounding houses.” The booklet sought to answer questions for new 
homeowners: “What color scheme should I select to bring the interior 
walls of my home into harmony with the furnishing and hangings of the 
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6. Lead magazine cover. This idealized scene of a family in their living room 
tells the reader that the “New American” home can be covered in white lead. 
Source: Lead 6 (January 1936). 

various rooms? Can I obtain . . .  washableness, sanitary qualities, and rich 
texture? What paint is the most economical, offers the most in looks and 
surface protection?”8 

Most of the book focused on interior design and the use of color. On 
walls, floors, and ceilings one should use “delicate, neutral tones, with ceil-
ings lightest, walls darker, floors darkest, and trim either a deeper or lighter 
shade than the side wall color.” The color illustrations in the book told how 
to finish one’s home in order to “create a happy state of mind.” Paint 
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became intimately linked with middle-class status, success, and stability. 
“For the decoration of the living room walls, tans, medium brown, warm 
gray, old blue, gray-green, and other soft colors are excellent,” National 
Lead advised. Other examples of a bedroom, living rooms, and hallways 
completed the illustrations.9 

National Lead cleverly appealed to the new middle class’s aspirations to 
imitate the lifestyle of the wealthy. “Interior finishes once found only 
in the houses of the rich” were “now made available for every home by 
white-lead and flatting oil.”10 Ads by National Lead in the Saturday Even-
ing Post and National Geographic stated: “Up to a short time ago such 
handsome finishes were a luxury that only the wealthy could afford. Today, 
however, a new flat paint puts similar interior finishes within the reach of 
all, not only for woodwork but for walls.”11 

Similarly, the industry recognized another potential market in the ris-
ing class of apartment builders, owners, and renters who would be replac-
ing old-fashioned wallpaper with paint. Ads for Dutch Boy showed interi-
ors of the Bryn Carlton Apartments in Los Angeles, all “decorated with 
Dutch Boy Lead Mixing Oil and Dutch Boy White-Lead.” The lead indus-
try positioned ads in Modern Hospital, Buildings and Building Manage-
ment, Hotel Management, National Real Estate Journal, Building Mod-
ernization, Architectural Record, and Architectural Forum—publications 
that would reach builders, decorators, and managers in hospitals, hotels, 
and apartments.12 The Dutch Boy Painter, National Lead Company’s trade 
magazine, which regularly reached 95,000 dealers and housepainters, 
became an extremely valuable place to advertise white lead paints and col-
ored pigments for interiors.13 

Even in the 1930s, when the industry felt under siege from continuing 
reports of childhood poisonings from woodwork and interiors covered 
with lead paint, the industry continued its advertising campaign. In a 
National Lead promotional booklet titled “The House We Live In,” the 
company called upon its readers to consider that white paint was not the 
only choice one had. In the section “What Color for the Woodwork?” the 
booklet suggested that woodwork could have “deeper tone” or a variety 
of decorative options of the consumer’s or the interior decorator’s own 
choosing.14 By promoting lead paint for interiors, through pictures of 
entrance halls, living rooms, woodwork, dens, dining rooms, and kitchens, 
the industry reminded the reader of paint’s versatility. Lead paint was rec-
ommended even in children’s rooms and nurseries.15 Paint was a flexible, 
versatile, durable, economical, and all-purpose wall covering that provided 
the consumer with the ultimate in hygiene, choice, protection, and modern 

https://nurseries.15
https://choosing.14
https://interiors.13
https://apartments.12
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convenience, the promotions asserted, never hinting that their product 
caused deaths, convulsions, and brain damage in children in Baltimore, 
Boston, and elsewhere.16 

The company continually linked its product to purity and whiteness, 
reminding customers that no other paint could possibly match “pure white 
lead” for hygienic qualities. White surfaces were thought to be more 
hygienic than darker surfaces. White tile in the bathroom and white walls 
in kitchens and other areas of the house were stressed, those areas being 
especially prone to lurking germs that carried diseases.17 Americans devel-
oped an “obsession with whiteness,” equating it with cleanliness and per-
haps with national purity, leading immigrants and second-generation Amer-
icans to embrace white. “In those days, them people believed in white 
wood,” Nancy Tomes quotes one working-class daughter of immigrants as 
saying. “If it wasn’t white, Grandma would hollar [sic].”18 

Purity, whiteness, and paint were linked with efficiency and profession-
alism as well. The Carter Times, the trade publication for the Carter White 
Lead Company, which later merged with National Lead, suggested that the 
use of “pure white” would enhance business and reassure customers. 
Offering the example of a plumbing firm in a western city that had sought 
the advice of an efficiency expert, the magazine advised readers to “paint 
your shop pure white, outside and inside; dress your employees in white 
with white shoes and white caps, give them white canvas bags, in which 
to carry their tools and let them wear these white clothes while at work, 
not merely going to and from a job. Advertise yourself as ‘The White 
Plumber.’”19 

The image of purity was particularly appealing to some readers’ nativist 
feelings. Many of the companies’ products were used with tints and color-
ing, as we noted above. But, by emphasizing the underlying whiteness 
of lead paint, the companies were playing with cultural biases, namely the 
prevailing culture of racism in America. “White is associated with the 
Aryan race, and its members, vain as they are, naturally assume that no 
other hue is quite as honorable,” explained one commercial art booklet in 
the 1930s just as Adolf Hitler was consolidating power in Germany. In the 
United States, becoming “white” was a critical component in immigrants’ 
assimilation. “To say that a man is white,” the booklet asserted, “is an 
Americanism.”20 

Middle-class consumers who could not afford an army of servants to 
clean walls or maintain the house would, advertisers hoped, be swayed by 
the notion that “cleanliness depends upon washability and consequent 
freedom from dirt and other impurities. Economy has to do with cost and 

https://diseases.17
https://elsewhere.16
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years of wear.” These “results are best reached by the use of paint made 
with pure white-lead.”21 Throughout the Great Depression and World War 
II, advertisements promoted the virtually unlimited uses of lead paint. 
“White-Lead Lasts!” screamed one such ad. “‘The more lead the better the 
paint’ is an axiom that the paint trade and public accept without ques-
tion.”22 When you “step up the white-lead in your formula . . .  you auto-
matically step up the quality and durability of your paint,” the industry 
boasted.23 

Although one consumer advocate, as early as 1915, was quite clear 
about lead’s toxicity, the truth couldn’t compete with the public relations 
campaign waged by National Lead and the Lead Industries Association 
(LIA). Harvey W. Wiley, the former head of the Bureau of Chemistry of 
the Department of Agriculture and later with Good Housekeeping maga-
zine, where he established the Good Housekeeping Seal of Approval, dis-
cussed the differences between wallpaper and paint. He pointed out that 
“paint containing lead at once sounds its warning. As a matter of fact, lead 
is a subtle poison and, above all others, a cumulative one. . . .  Thus, a zinc 
paint, from a sanitary point of view is better for indoor use.”24 

SOWING THE SEEDS OF MORE BUSINESS 

Despite the accumulating evidence that lead-based paint put children at 
risk for seizures and death in their very homes, the industry still saw no 
reason to warn parents. In fact, in the late 1910s and early 1920s, the 
industry commenced a more troubling advertising campaign aimed at cap-
italizing on the popularity of National Lead’s little Dutch Boy. The cam-
paign stressed that lead was a benign product that adults could use in cre-
ating a happy environment for their children. The campaign was also 
targeted at the children themselves. Through the clever marketing of an 
assortment of giveaways, rhymes, and games, lead found its way into the 
hearts and minds of children and therefore the next generation of cus-
tomers—that is, if they survived their childhood exposures to lead-based 
paints. By being associated with the cheerful Dutch Boy, dressed in work-
man’s garb, lead could be seen as useful, efficient, and benign. The Dutch 
Boy’s varied activities alerted children and parents alike to the endless pos-
sibilities of lead paint. The activities of National Lead were part of a much 
broader trend within American industry in general and the paint industry 
in particular to increase sales by marketing to children.25 

National Lead was the most aggressive of the pigment manufacturers 
in promoting the use of lead in children’s toys and games, reminding 

https://children.25
https://boasted.23
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7. Santa Claus. This cover of the National Lead Company’s trade magazine 
conveys the message that children can be encouraged to use lead paint on toys. 
Source: Dutch Boy Painter (December 1928). 
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customers of the qualities of lead that made it most useful. It was mal-
leable, heavy, and resistant to rust and mold, giving substance and shape to 
toys. In one ad, the company bragged that “lead takes part in many 
games,” detailing the ways that lead was used in baseballs, footballs, rubber 
balls, golf clubs, and fishing sinkers. Lead was also an essential part of toys: 
“The little boy’s eyes shine with excitement as he takes his new lead sol-
diers out of the box on Christmas Day,” National Lead told its customers. 
The boy would not have to worry about rust or mold, the ad assured the 
parents. Meanwhile “his sister peacefully plays with her new dolls with 
their lead-weighted eyes and her miniature furniture and other toys often 
made of lead.”26 Another ad celebrated the advantages of lead in shooting, 
always a fascination for young boys and older sportsmen. Lead’s “great 
weight in minimum bulk” made bullets “pierce the air with unswerving 
velocity.”27 

National Lead’s marketing of toys and sporting goods was not inci-
dental, but part of an intentional campaign to make palatable the buy-
ing of lead products for children and to influence the next generation of 
consumers. In a promotion to paint distributors, the company advised 
store owners “Do Not Forget the Children—Some Day They May Be Cus-
tomers.”28 It urged dealers to hand out a “children’s paint book,” which 
carried a “message to the grown-ups, while its jingles and pictures amuse 
the little ones.” The paint books, a series of “Paint Book[s] for Boys and 
Girls,” were to be handed out “to the little ones in store, [or] mailed out 
to them, or used in prize contest[s].”29 (“Paint books” were booklets 
devoted to pictures—mostly featuring the little Dutch Boy—that could be 
colored in with water paints that were included in the books.) Filled with 
rhymes and poems and accompanying drawings, they promoted just the 
sort of parent-child read-aloud experience that is so much in vogue 
today—except for the fact that the subject matter valorized an insidious 
poison.30 

One paint book, The Dutch Boy’s Lead Party, extolled the advantages of 
white lead over nonleaded paints. Its cover showed the Dutch Boy, bucket 
and brush in hand, looking at lead soldiers, lightbulbs, and other members 
of what the paint book called the “lead family.” Throughout the booklet 
the Dutch Boy carries a bucket inscribed “Dutch Boy White Lead.”31 The 
National Lead Company explained to parents that “the drawings afford 
[the child] pleasure,” for the “story of lead, told in rollicking jingles,” was 
meant to “capture his interest.” But, again, the book was intended to do 
more than merely entertain the child; inside its pages there was a booklet 
for parents “so that a decisive paint message is placed in the hands of both 

https://poison.30
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8. Lead takes part in many games. National Lead suggests that lead is a mainstay 
of toys and games for children and adults alike. Source: National Geographic 
(ca. 1923). 
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9. Do not forget the children. The Dutch Boy, carrying a bucket of white lead, 
reminds readers of this trade journal to court customers by offering children’s 
“paint books.” Note the stereotypical black cloud threatening the house pro-
tected by white lead paint and the Dutch Boy. Source: Dutch Boy Painter 
(August 1920), 126. 
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parent and child.” Through the marketing campaign to children “business 
is built for the present and insured for the years ahead.”32 

Some booklets shamelessly capitalized on universally adored stories 
and fairy tales by placing the Dutch Boy in them. “The Dutch Boy in Story 
Land” partnered the Dutch Boy with Little Red Riding Hood in defeating 
the evil wolf, with Alice in her Adventures in Wonderland, with Cinderella 
in her pursuit of a prince, and so on.33 The Dutch Boy and his lead paint 
were written into even the most common events in a child’s life. 

Rover’s house was painted white 
By “NO-Lead” paint, quite clean and bright. 
It was the best “No-Lead” could do— 
It surely made the house look new. 

But the forces of nature soon attacked the house, making it look decrepit. 
The Dutch Boy came to the rescue, riding a bar of lead, and saved Rover’s 
house: 

“That horse you ride is quite a steed!” 
“He is,” the Dutch Boy said, “indeed, 
He is my Hobby—thoroughbred, 
Which means my mount is thoro lead.”34 

By the Great Depression, so much information about lead paint’s dan-
ger to children had accumulated that even the LIA would acknowledge the 
inappropriateness of using lead paint on children’s toys and furniture. 
Still, the National Lead Company continued in its Dutch Boy campaign to 
promote lead’s use in children’s rooms. In another “Paint Book for Boys 
and Girls,” published in 1929, National Lead suggested that its paint “con-
quers Old Man Gloom”: 

The girl and boy felt very blue 
Their toys were old and shabby too, 
They couldn’t play in such a place, 
The room was really a disgrace. 

But, just then, the Dutch Boy appears: 

But all at once they chanced to spy 
The Dutch Boy Painter passing by. 
“Oh Mother!” each one cried with joy, 
“Please let us play with that nice boy!”. . . 

The little Dutch Boy tells the family that lead paint could remedy this ter-
rible state of affairs: 
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This famous Dutch Boy Lead of mine 
Can make this playroom fairly shine 
Let’s start our painting right away 
You’ll find the work is only play. 

The Dutch Boy paints the children’s walls and furniture, as Old Man 
Gloom watches. 

Then Old Man Gloom cried: “It’s a fact 
That I will have to change my act. 
My work is all undone!” He said, 
“By Dutch Boy art and Dutch Boy Lead!”35 

The booklet shows the Dutch Boy mixing white lead with colors and paint-
ing the walls and the dresser. Finally as the children play in their bright 
room with a freshly painted dollhouse and rocking chair, Old Man Gloom 
slinks off in defeat.36 

Ads in professional and popular journals were also used to reinforce the 
image of lead as a boon to children. At every opportunity, even as the evi-
dence of its danger to children grew, the ads sought to link lead paint to 
cleanliness, durability, and safety. In one of its most insidious promotions, 
National Lead depicted a crawling infant reaching out to touch a painted 
wall. “There is no cause for worry when fingerprint smudges or dirt spots 
appear on a wall painted with Dutch Boy white-lead.”37 The explicit mes-
sage is that lead paint could be easily cleaned, but the equally important 
implicit message was that toddlers were safe touching, crawling, and play-
ing near lead-painted walls and woodwork. This assurance was being 
offered despite the fact that the pigment manufacturers knew that tod-
dlers were dying from chewing, sucking on, and ingesting paint from cribs, 
woodwork, and toys. 

Even in the 1930s, the focus on children continued. To emphasize lead 
paint’s benign qualities, National Lead depicted a child in a bathtub scrub-
bing himself with a brush. His Dutch Boy cap, clothes, and shoes were 
slung on a chair along with a paintbrush and a can of Dutch Boy All-
Purpose Soft Paste. The caption read “Takes a Scrubbing with a Smile.”38 

Other Dutch Boy ads depicted children painting houses and carrying paint. 
In 1930 the company bragged that its children’s paint books were “good, 
sound advertising” and that “kids just ‘eat it up.’”39 The Dutch Boy Painter, 
in a 1933 article titled “Stencils—Types of Stencils . . .  How to Use Them,” 
noted that “humorous designs such as cartoons, caricatures, and pictori-
als . . .  are for use in recreation rooms, game rooms, bars, etc. Juvenile 
designs . . .  are, of  course, for use in nurseries, kindergartens, play rooms or 

https://defeat.36
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10. Children’s paint booklet: The Dutch Boy Conquers Old Man Gloom. This 
advertising booklet shows how paint can be used on toys and in children’s rooms 
to lift the youngsters’ moods. Source: Dutch Boy Painter (January/February 
1929), 20. 
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11a & 11b. Dutch Boy conquers Old Man Gloom, panels. These two 
pages promote lead paint for use in children’s rooms. The first, composed 
of a color panel to be used as a template for the duplicate black and white 
panel to be colored in by the child, shows children in a gloomy room of 
dull colored toys and furniture. The second shows the same room after 
the Dutch Boy brightened it up with leaded paint. Note the Dutch Boy 
painting the furniture and the bright toy truck and dollhouse. Source: 
National Lead booklet (1929). 
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12. Fingerprints. This ad, one of several suggested to paint dealers, 
conveys to parents that white lead on interior walls is not only easy 
to clean but also sanitary for young children. Source: Dutch Boy 
Painter (August 1927), 117. 

other places where children gather.”40 In one article in its trade magazine, 
Lead, an illustration of a model interior shows a child’s nursery.41 National 
Lead also promoted the use of lead paint in schoolrooms, showing a 
teacher with a classroom of children. The text of the promotion suggested 
that summer was the best time to “get after the school trustees to have 
each room repainted” with “flat paint made of Dutch Boy white-lead and 

https://nursery.41
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flatting oil.” Who could benefit more from a fresh coat of lead paint than 
“a band of husky young ones”?42 Many of these ads appeared in the 1920s, 
but some ads and promotions directed at children appeared in the 1930s 
when the industry claimed it was exhorting manufacturers of toys and 
children’s furniture to stop using lead paint on their products. But it is 
clear that the industry continued its campaign to promote the very uses of 
lead that it claimed to be combating. 

National Lead Company was particularly pleased with its Dutch Boy 
logo as a marketing device.43 The broader marketing community as well 
admired National Lead for such effective advertising. In 1949, Modern 
Packaging noted: 

The appeal [of its advertising] was particularly strong to children and 
the company has never overlooked the opportunity to plant the trade-
mark image in young and receptive minds. One of the most success-
ful promotions for many years was a children’s paint book containing 
paper chips of paint from which the pictures (including, of course, 
several Dutch Boys) could be colored. A coupon in the book invited 
parents to write in for a booklet on house painting. The company will 
still loan a Dutch Boy costume—cap, wig, shirt, overalls and wooden 
shoes—to any person who writes in and asks for it for any reasonable 
purpose, and the little painter has graced thousands of parades and 
masquerades. 

The magazine nominated Dutch Boy Paint for its “packaging Hall of 
Fame” in its cover story.44 

This marketing of the Dutch Boy image was seen as an essential ele-
ment of National Lead Company’s profitability.45 Throughout his long and 
inglorious existence, the Dutch Boy sought to appeal to children at least as 
much as to their parents. Dutch Boy costumes, puppets, dolls, potholders, 
rings, and other paraphernalia were sold, lent, and given free as souvenirs 
to entire generations of children. 

A SANITARY SURFACE WHICH BEAUTIFIES 

In addition to appealing to children, National Lead aligned itself with the 
growing public health movement that viewed the old clutter of Victorian 
homes as a haven for germs and disease. The themes of order, cleanliness, 
and purity that were hallmarks of the efforts to reform and sanitize Amer-
ican life were quickly incorporated into the industry’s promotional materi-
als. Such publications as “How Paint Promotes Public Health” and the 

https://profitability.45
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13. Takes a scrubbing with a smile. This ad, depicting the Dutch Boy taking a 
bath, suggests that white lead paint can be scrubbed clean. An unstated message 
is that children can safely come in contact with lead paint. Source: National 
Geographic 48 (April 1937), 35. 
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14. Lead helps to guard your health. This ad shows the variety of uses to which 
lead is put in the modern home, and particularly its plumbing fixtures. It proudly 
points out that in “some cities today the law specifies that lead pipe alone may 
be used to bring water from street mains into the building.” Source: National 
Geographic (ca. 1923). 
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Dutch Boy Painter advised readers that “the easiest way to get rid of germs 
that have nested in your house and around your premises is: Clean-up and 
Paint-up.”46 Promotions emphasized that unlike wallpaper, felt, and other 
common wall coverings of Victorian America, lead paint could be washed, 
making it both sanitary and attractive.47 

Even as clinicians were documenting that lead was a potent poison, 
National Lead ran an ad in National Geographic magazine promoting the 
idea that “lead helps to guard your health.” “Lead,” the ad proclaimed, 
“concealed in the walls and under the floors of many modern buildings 
helps to give the best sanitation.” “Lead pipe” was “centuries old” and was 
as important now as it was for making Rome “a center of civilization.”48 

Throughout the twenties and thirties, National Lead linked lead to the 
most modern and efficient symbols of medicine and public health. It pro-
moted the use of lead-based paints for hospital interiors in The Modern 
Hospital, calling tinted paint “the doctor’s assistant,” because of its cheer-
ful coloring and its ability to be washed with soap and water. The company 
assured customers that lead paint was “an ideal paint for hospital walls” 
because it did “not chip, peel or scale.”49 National Lead’s Department of 
Color Research and Decoration had “already served more than 600 hospi-
tals, recommending color treatments, supplying color samples, sketches 
and formulas.”50 

Paint would help patients feel better: “Walls finished in cheerful tints 
are sure to have a restful, beneficial influence on a patient who has 
not much else to look at during the long, weary days spent in bed,” the 
ad proclaimed.51 “Certain colors not only create pleasurable sensations 
but produce mental reactions which are reflected in more rapid physical 
recovery.”52 The modern hospital administrator was told over and over 
“that color today has an important place in reception rooms, wards, cor-
ridors, private rooms, and solariums.” Further, each room, with its own 
special function, demanded special attention, “exactly the [right] tints or 
shades.”53 

Yet the use of lead paint in hospitals was not without its dissenters. 
Even some within the paint industry worried. George B. Heckel, a former 
publicist for the New Jersey Zinc Company54 and the long-time editor 
of Drugs, Oils and Paints, a trade journal of the industry, wrote in 1921: “I  
stake my life and my reputation in hand by stating at the outset, that 
I think that lead, in any form, except for plumbing, has no place inside 
the doors of a hospital. . . .  The proper white pigments for interior hospital 
painting are zinc oxide, lithopone . . .  and very probably newly introduced 
titanox. . . .  All of these are white, permanent, and innocuous.”55 

https://proclaimed.51
https://attractive.47
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15. Sunshine stimulates. This ad shows the cheering effects of a painted hospital 
interior. Source: The Modern Hospital 38 (February 1932), 15. 
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It is no surprise that the sole purpose of advertising is to promote a 
product and thereby increase revenues for a company. But the marketing 
of lead paint was particularly cynical in that it sought to turn the truth on 
its head. Lead was a toxin promoted as healthful. Though its reputation 
was soiled, it was touted for its white purity; though children were being 
poisoned, Dutch Boy was marketed to suggest that lead paint was benign 
for children, even fun. 

In the years after World War I, National Lead employed military 
themes, depicting lead paint as a soldier vanquishing enemy germs. In 
one piece in National Lead’s magazine, Dutch Boy Painter, titled “Why 
Paint Saves Lives,” readers were told that “germs have killed a vastly 
greater number of people than have fallen in all the wars ever fought.” 
Doctors and scientists had devoted their lives to the “wiping out of these 
enemies of man,” the journal proclaimed, and “one of their most practical 
discoveries is that paint is a foe of germs.” A hospital wall “need never 
afford a resting place for germs” when “every inch of surface in a hos-
pital is painted.” The lessons of the home could be learned by modern 
hospital administrators. But the opposite was also true: the hospital could 
train its patients in more modern ways of maintaining health. “The lesson 
learned by the modern hospital can well be put into practice in the home. 
In the kitchen where food is prepared, washable painted surfaces are 
unquestionably needed; sleeping and living rooms and particularly nurs-
eries require the same protection. The ideal feature about paint in the 
home of course is the fact that the same operation produces a sanitary 
surface which beautifies.”56 

The theme of health continued to be used to promote leaded paint 
for the entire period between the wars. An article in Dutch Boy Painter, 
“How Paint Promotes Public Health,” maintained that “a very real patri-
otic service can be performed by painters and dealers who get behind 
clean-up paint-up movements with their best efforts.”57 In 1943, Eagle-
Picher advertised in National Painters Magazine that professional painters 
should use “four arguments with prospects—you’ll find they really 
sell paint jobs.” The fourth of these points was that “Eagle White Lead 
is just about the purest, safest, most fool-proof paint you or anybody 
else can use.”58 The industry appealed to government agencies to use 
lead paint. “Some means should be found for bringing steadily to 
the attention of various departments of the Government, . . .  wherever 
competitively possible, the use of lead will be specified on Government 
projects.”59 
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16. The drop of solder. Even after World War II, lead was promoted as a boon to 
children. Here, National Lead tells parents that lead solder is not a problem even 
in canning evaporated milk meant for babies. Source: Saturday Evening Post 
(February 23, 1946), 59. 
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THE LIA WHITE LEAD PROMOTION CAMPAIGN 

During the 1930s and 1940s, as an increasing share of the pigment market 
was being taken over by lithopone- and titanium-based pigments, the lead 
industry realized that the stakes were getting higher and that a more coor-
dinated approach was necessary. Even by the late 1920s the total consump-
tion of lithopone was “eclipsing white lead,”60 and by the 1930s and 1940s, 
mixed paints had slowly eroded the lead industry’s share of the market 
because consumers had begun to respond to the convenience and ease of 
use of these paints. But to abandon lead as a pigment entailed more than a 
mere switch to a new product line. Because several of the leading compa-
nies, particularly National Lead and Eagle-Picher, were vertically inte-
grated, it meant potentially giving up related interests in mines and 
smelters. The LIA made one last, gasping effort to reverse lead pigment’s 
declining fortunes. It began the White Lead Promotion Campaign in 1938, 
on the eve of World War II. 

The Lead Industries Association’s White Lead Promotion Campaign 
was the largest activity ever undertaken by the LIA to increase sales of 
white lead in paint. According to the LIA, white lead in paint had always 
been a principal use of lead. Moreover, the amount of lead sold for other 
major products (storage batteries, cable coverings, buildings, etc.) was 
“dependent almost entirely upon economic and industrial factors which 
can be little affected by promotion and advertising.”61 Paint, on the other 
hand, could be promoted through direct appeals to consumers and painters 
and could therefore increase lead sales. 

The problem for the lead industry was that mixed paints enjoyed sev-
eral advantages over white lead: the mixed-paint industry outspent the 
white lead industry 10 to 1 in advertising and had many more salespeople 
in the field; mixed paint was more convenient and easy to use, as it 
required no complex measuring or mixing of white lead powder with lin-
seed or flatting oil; and finally, mixed-paint manufacturers could boast that 
they used pigments other than white lead. Not only did the lead industry 
need to do something to increase sales, but it also had to address the 
“morale” problem in the industry resulting from the bad press lead was 
receiving. The LIA thus began a vigorous, coordinated advertising cam-
paign to make the paint and lead industries realize that “there was some-
thing to be said on behalf of white lead after years of industry silence—and 
that the people who produced white lead took pride in their product.”62 

Fearing that “white lead is also constantly subject to attack from the health 
standpoint,”63 the LIA, taking a page out of other corporations’ public-
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relations efforts in the 1920s and 1930s to recast public views of big busi-
ness, focused much of its efforts on improving the image of white lead.64 

“It was the feeling of the lead industry . . .  that unless something was done 
to at least arrest the rate of downward tendency as far as white lead was 
concerned, its whole future in the paint industry would become seriously, 
if not permanently, jeopardized.”65 The LIA argued, “White-lead will con-
tinue to lose its position in the paint industry unless some effort is devised 
to offset competitive attacks and to acquaint the public widely with the 
merits of the product.”66 The White Lead Promotion Campaign was “an 
important nation-wide effort to increase the consumption of white-lead in 
the United States and to combat the substitution of inferior pigments for 
white-lead.”67 

Part of the industry’s task was to influence competing paint manufac-
turers (the zinc and titanium manufacturers) to stop attacking lead. Man-
ufacturers who had abandoned or never used lead pigments, the LIA 
charged, were emphasizing the dangers of lead to the detriment of lead 
paint and pigment companies. The LIA claimed, “Prior to the initiation of 
this campaign white lead came in for specific attack in the advertising and 
literature of many paint manufacturers.” It had, in its files, many examples 
of these attacks by “nationally known paint manufacturers.” The cam-
paign was judged a success by the LIA because it had “been able to induce 
several large paint manufacturers of national repute, to withdraw and 
cease all detrimental attacks of this kind.”68 

Contradictory pressures faced the lead industry as it pursued the 
increasingly untenable promotion of a dangerous product. On the one 
hand, it publicly proclaimed the value and safety of its product. On the 
other hand, industry privately worried about the legal ramifications of 
promoting a poison, especially the possibility of lawsuits from consumers 
made ill by paint and its ingredients. In July 1939 the Executive Com-
mittee of the National Paint, Varnish and Lacquer Association (NPVLA), 
a trade group representing pigment and paint manufacturers (some also 
in the LIA),69 reported on a meeting of its Toxic Materials Committee at 
which a letter had been prepared for distribution to its Class A members 
about its “responsibility to the public . . .  and the protection of the industry 
itself with respect to the use of toxic materials in the industry’s prod-
ucts.”70 In a memo marked “CONFIDENTIAL—Not for Publication” and 
which the NPVLA said “should be given no other publicity,” the associa-
tion informed its members that “the vital factor concerning toxic materials 
is to intelligently safeguard the public. People may feel safer in buying 
materials whose danger they know rather than materials unknown to 
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them.” The committee’s members believed that manufacturers should 
apply “every precautionary measure in manufacturing, in selling and in 
use where toxic materials are likely to or do enter a product.” They noted 
that “children’s toys, equipment, furniture, etc. are not the only consider-
ation.” They warned NPVLA members that toxic materials “may enter the 
body through the lungs . . .  through the skin, or through the mouth or 
stomach.” They specifically noted that lead compounds, such as white lead, 
red lead, litharge, or lead chromates “may be considered as toxic if they 
find their way into the stomach.” They reproduced for their members a set 
of legal principles established by the Manufacturing Chemists’ Association 
(MCA), the trade association of the chemical industry, regarding the label-
ing of dangerous products. The first legal principle was, “A manufacturer 
who puts out a dangerous article or substance without accompanying it 
with a warning as to its dangerous properties is ordinarily liable for any 
damage which results from such failure to warn.”71 

The MCA suggested that warnings be included even when a product 
was widely understood to be dangerous. Further, it noted, “The manufac-
turer . . .  must know the qualities of his product and cannot escape liability 
on the ground that he did not know it to be dangerous.” The NPVLA called 
on its members to make a “sincere effort in taking advantage of every pos-
sible precaution in the use of toxic materials in manufacturing, selling and 
in use.”72 The next year, another trade group, the Federation of Paint and 
Varnish Production Clubs, acknowledged the industry’s responsibilities. 
“Now there is one obligation that I think we really have, not only to our 
worker in our plant, but to our customers. We ship out into the field vari-
ous things that are intoxicant or dangerous if not properly used. Good 
sales service should see that our customer is educated along the lines of 
prevention of sickness and accident while consuming our products. The 
manufacturer must educate the public. He can’t get out of it. It is just as 
important to do that as to make a good product.”73 

LIA members were actually part of this talk about responsibility to the 
public at the very moment that the LIA was promoting the use of white 
lead more vigorously than ever.74 The LIA even promoted white lead 
among farmers and their children by starting a project in cooperation with 
4-H Clubs. “A trial painting project had been started with Iowa’s 4-H Clubs 
which are important key organizations for young farmers, and that this 
would probably spread to other states,” campaign planners reported.75 The 
LIA also sought to expand its markets in urban areas. In mid-October 1940 
the LIA reported, “In the course of his work with government officials in 
the neighborhood of New York City, our representative also conducted a 
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survey of painting practices of 36 real estate developments. A separate 
report of this survey has been sent to interested members.”76 Sales repre-
sentative Seldon Brown reported to the LIA of his success with the Brook-
lyn Brewcourt Management Company: “Through a demonstration of the 
true costs of WL [white lead] as compared to MP [mixed paint] for inte-
riors, Mr. Kilman plans to use WL on several jobs and probably all future 
work.”77 

In 1940 the campaign was expanded to encourage municipal, county, and 
state institutions to use white lead paint. Two representatives of the LIA, 
Seldon Brown and W. L. Frazee, traveled throughout the country for this 
purpose. Brown specifically marketed white lead paint for public schools, 
noting whether institutions he visited used mixed paint or white lead on 
both exterior and interior walls. The LIA claimed that Brown made a total 
of 427 calls in his first two years on the job, of which 380 were to state, 
county, and miscellaneous institutions. Brown would identify the person 
responsible for buying paint for the city or community, then the person in 
charge of buying paint for the school system. Brown was particularly insis-
tent on pushing white lead for interior use. The superintendent for mainte-
nance of Seattle’s public school system was “completely sold on white lead 
for exteriors, but can’t see [the] value of white lead for interiors and [I] was 
not able to convince him. It was suggested that a demonstration of white 
lead and flat wall paint be run for this department by a lead salesman.”78 

In Dearborn, Michigan, Brown visited John Whitehead, the Board of 
Education’s maintenance supervisor, who informed Brown that “the Board 
of Education gave up using white lead some years ago.” Brown informed 
the LIA that “they were considerably impressed by our WL data and 
agreed to try it on interiors on the strength of this information.”79 A 
day later, Brown contacted the business manager for the Highland Park, 
Michigan, Board of Education, John Smith, who “was very appreciative 
of the information we gave him last summer. [He] is completely sold on 
WL for exteriors and as a result of our data is now experimenting with WL 
on interiors.”80 In Lansing, Michigan, Brown reported that Harry Cham-
berlain, business manager for the Board of Education, told him that the 
school system was “using a MP which they claimed betters WL for inte-
rior work by their own tests.” Brown informed the LIA that the board 
would “consider running further tests due to our data in favor of WL on 
interiors.”81 

It is difficult to understand how the LIA could send Brown and Frazee to 
promote the use of white lead in schools and other public buildings at a 
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time when so much evidence existed that lead caused serious illness and 
sometimes death—particularly in children. The fact was that the LIA had 
been extremely successful in its efforts to keep the information about 
lead’s potential dangers out of the public eye by challenging medical reports 
of lead poisoning and by portraying lead in its advertising campaign as 
a benign substance. Although other pigments were gaining in popu-
larity because of their lower costs and greater ease of application, hard 
sells emphasizing lead paints’ durability and long-term cost effectiveness, 
whether true or not, could still be successful. 

Brown also reported on his ability to sell the virtues of white lead to 
those who knew little about it. In Flint, Michigan, the superintendent of 
maintenance for the Board of Education, William Barclay, was “very inter-
ested in our description of the qualities of interior WL. [He] said that he 
thought that WL was going out because he has heard so little about it. [He 
knew] nothing about WL for interiors. [But he] plans to run comparative 
tests between WL and present MP used on interiors.”82 In Kansas City, 
Missouri, Frazee was particularly proud of his work in convincing contrac-
tors and the school board superintendent to use white lead. “I called on a 
number of contractors as well as the superintendent . . .  whom I have 
known for a great many years. I made some samples with white lead for 
him some three years ago and they have been using lead for the past two 
years and will use it again this year. They use it entirely on their interior 
wall work and are having wonderful luck.” The Lead Industries Associa-
tion also worked through the New Deal’s National Youth Administration 
“in the preparation of a teacher’s training manual covering exterior and 
interior painting on all types of construction.” They expected this manual 
to “be used as text material by the 8,000 vocational agricultural instructors 
in high schools throughout the country.”83 

The LIA went directly to cities, hotels, and health departments. W. L. 
Frazee visited Little Rock, Arkansas, where he convinced a hotel manager to 
have “his entire hotel, inside and out, done with lead and lead reducing 
oil.”84 In Poplar Bluff, Missouri, he visited the manager of the “leading 
hotel,” who “informed me that he had seen the white lead job in the Little 
Rock hotel and was now having the entire interior of his hotel painted with 
white lead, and had also started to redecorate his hotel at Sackston, Mis-
souri.”85 In Pierce County, Washington, LIA representative Frazee visited 
the health department, where he “explained properties of interior white 
lead paint, stressing sanitary aspects of a highly durable and washable sur-
face. This department is frequently asked for painting specifications, but 
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have [sic] always felt that no brand name could be mentioned . . . .  However, 
they say that they may be able to recommend Lead Industries Association 
white lead specifications as they mention no one company’s product.”86 

In general, the White Lead Promotion Campaign consisted of an adver-
tising campaign, the placement of articles promoting the use of white lead 
in trade and popular journals, and mailings to paint dealers around the 
country. National Lead extolled the cooperative nature of the campaign; it 
was “sponsored by the miner, smelter, refiner and white-lead manufacturer 
members of the Lead Industries Association. . . . A  series of large-size 
advertisements in such widely read magazines as the Saturday Evening 
Post, Colliers, American Home, Country Gentleman, and Better Homes 
and Gardens will bring the white-lead story to the public in general and to 
home-owners in particular.” The LIA was proud of the scope of the maga-
zine campaign, for it would produce “67,570,526 separate messages that 
will be carried in the publications named.”87 The initial copy of the adver-
tisement featured a miner as the industry spokesman, but a housepainter 
gradually replaced him. The ads originally promoted only white lead paste 
(or in dry form), but they later pushed ready-to-use and high-lead-con-
tent white paints as well.88 

For the LIA the benefits of the campaign were not simply increased 
sales in the short run but “the good will it is building up for lead in gen-
eral,” association secretary Felix Wormser reported. “I have always felt that 
the cultivation of good will for our metal and publicity about the indispen-
sable work it does for mankind is something that lead needs more than 
other common metals because lead in many forms is constantly under 
attack on account of its toxic qualities. Our campaign helps to meet this 
issue.” Wormser added, “It is also noteworthy that attacks on white lead, 
which was one of the reasons for undertaking our campaign, have declined 
greatly and that more articles of national interest, specifically endorsing 
white lead, have appeared in the press during the last year than for any 
period to my recollection.”89 

Despite the best efforts of the members of the LIA, changes in paint 
technology were working against them. For many generations the industry 
had counted on the fact that consumers depended on the skills of painters 
trained in the exacting process of mixing, matching, and hand-painting 
delicate moldings, woodwork, and other exposed surfaces throughout the 
home. As fashions changed and large surfaces free of wood detailing, fabric, 
and wallpapers became popular, there was less need for skilled painters. 
Spray painting became feasible, and less-skilled workers could do the job. 
Homeowners who began fixing up their own houses became increasingly 
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interested in ready-mixed paints (most of which contained little, if any, 
lead), that required few of the skills previously necessary. 

For this reason the industry sought to capture more of the ready-mixed 
paint market by promoting ready-mixed lead paints in small quantities. It 
was “one of the fundamental objectives of the campaign . . . to  make white 
lead available in convenience or ready-mixed form to the consuming pub-
lic everywhere.” The LIA applauded the “recent decision of the National 
Lead company to join an increasing list of paint manufacturers, (stimu-
lated by our campaign) in producing a ready-mixed white lead paint for 
nationwide distribution.”90 

White lead was made available in more and more colors in prepared 
paint form. In addition, homeowner magazines ran white lead articles and 
in some instances asked the LIA for ready-written articles. One overall 
result of the campaign was improved relations with professional painters 
and contractors. The LIA asserted, perhaps wishfully, “A ground swell of 
white lead interest had been set in motion in important places affecting the 
consuming habits of the next generation. Vocational school instructors, 4-
H club leaders and the like have eagerly received white lead promotional 
material and expressed a genuine desire for more.”91 

In 1941 Wormser reported to the LIA’s annual meeting that “anxiety 
about [lead’s] use . . .  remains serious for our industry [for] hardly a day 
passes but what this office has to devote some attention to lead poisoning.” 
He added, “The problem is how to obtain a better press for our products 
is indeed a troublesome one. Our promotional work and especially our 
national advertising helps to build up good-will for our metal.” The LIA 
also acknowledged, “We have continued to keep our members posted on 
the most significant literature currently published about lead poisoning.”92 

Even during World War II, when restrictions were placed on linseed oil and 
containers used to produce and distribute lead paint, the LIA continued to 
extol lead’s virtues in paint.93 

As late as 1952 the LIA promoted the usefulness of white lead as both 
an exterior and an interior covering. The new edition of the LIA book Lead 
in Modern Industry asserted that “white lead adds more desirable qualities 
to paint than any other white pigment and has practically no undesirable 
qualities to nullify its advantages.” The book continued by saying that 
“the profitable application of white lead . . . is  not confined to exterior use. 
Pure white lead paints can be utilized to advantage for interior decoration, 
particularly in public and traditional buildings where elaborate decoration 
is used and it is very expensive and inconvenient to repaint often.”94 For 
the first time it included a section on the “Safe Handling of Lead and 
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Its Products,” noting that lead poisoning could occur when lead gained 
“entrance into the human system in measurable quantity” either through 
inhalation of vapors, fumes or dust or ingestion of lead compounds intro-
duced into the mouth on the fingers.” It maintained that “ingestion is by 
far the less important [danger] and is most often associated with children 
chewing on objects coated with paints containing lead.” The chapter 
allayed readers’ fears by maintaining that “since most inside paints and 
paints used by manufacturers on children’s furniture and toys contain no 
lead, a hazard usually exists only if children are allowed to chew outside 
painted surfaces, like porch railings, or if parents inadvertently repaint fur-
niture with outside house paint.” But it failed to mention that older coats 
of paint were likely to contain lead and thus present a hazard. It com-
mented on the condition of pica (which it defined as “abnormal appetite in 
children”) and teething as possible causes for injury.95 

Even Manfred Bowditch, who became the LIA’s director of health and 
safety in 1948 after a long and distinguished career at the Massachusetts 
Division of Industrial Hygiene, appeared embarrassed by the level of 
misinformation emanating from his association. Writing to the Ethyl 
Corporation’s consultant, Robert Kehoe, about the new edition of the 
industry’s flagship publication, Lead in Modern Industry, he apologized 
for the virtual absence in the book of information about the health haz-
ards of lead and implied that this was because of the resistance of various 
members of the lead industry to acknowledge lead’s hazards. “Before 
yielding to the quite natural impulse to comment caustically on the mea-
ger section” on the toxicity of lead, he begged Kehoe, “please consider that 
the volume represents the thinking of our 70-odd member companies.” 
His only defense was that “the book which it supersedes, published in 
1931, made no mention of the toxicity of the metal which is our bread and 
butter.”96 

After the intense publicity generated by popular and professional arti-
cles, public health department studies, and internal correspondence object-
ing to the use of leaded paint for interiors, the LIA finally began to with-
draw support for the promotion of lead in interior paints. In December 
1952, the LIA decided to “discontinue all activities of the Association relat-
ing to the promotion of white lead in house paints.” “It was apparently felt 
that the economic obstacles faced by white lead pigments nullify whatever 
technical advantages these pigments enjoy and thus further expenditures 
of money by the Association are not justified.”97 

The LIA’s decision to cease direct promotion of leaded paint for interior 
surfaces was one step of the industry’s broader acknowledgment, however 
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halting, of lead paint’s dangers to children and the consequential risk that 
the lead paint industry might not survive. Popular and scientific attention 
to the dangers of lead made it untenable to continue to promote lead paint. 
So did the move toward regulation by departments of public health and 
their officials, who began pushing more intensely for warning labels and 
outright bans of the use of lead in interior paints. Now the LIA, although 
no longer promoting lead paint for interior use, shifted its energy to fight 
any regulation that it perceived to be inimical to its interests. 

Once again, it was the health studies from Baltimore that provided the 
most startling statistics on childhood lead poisoning and prompted other 
cities to conduct studies, which in turn led to regulatory activity. In 1949, 
Maryland’s Toxic Finishes Law “made it unlawful to sell toys and play-
things, including children’s furniture, finished with any material contain-
ing ‘lead or other substance of a poisonous nature from contact with which 
children may be injuriously affected,’ unless such articles are so labeled as 
to show that the finish contains lead or other poisonous substance.” The 
Baltimore Health Department in the May issue of “Health News” warned 
parents to “not buy paint for indoor use unless it is free from lead.”98 

Immediately the LIA challenged the Maryland law by holding four “con-
ferences with governmental authorities in Maryland.” It claimed success 
for its efforts. “The campaign to remove this 1949 enactment from the 
statute books of the state was brought to a successful conclusion” when 
the governor signed the repeal, the association trumpeted to its mem-
bers.99 This was “among the most important activities” because the law 
was seen as “unworkable and a hardship on members and others,” the LIA 
said.100 The approach that the industry favored placed the burden for pre-
venting lead poisoning directly on the family. “The only seemingly feasi-
ble means of coping with the childhood plumbism problem is that of 
parental education,” it argued.101 

In 1951, Baltimore’s health commissioner adopted a regulation that 
stated: “No paint shall be used for interior painting of any dwelling or 
dwelling unit or any part thereof unless the paint is free of any lead pig-
ment.”102 The next year the LIA, acknowledging that lead was viewed as a 
toxic substance, conducted a survey of “State and Territorial Warning 
Labeling Laws,” which they sent to all state health and labor departments. 
The reply from Arkansas, which had no warning or label laws, was telling. 
The director of the Arkansas Division of Industrial Hygiene wrote that the 
office had received “information concerning apparent epidemics of lead 
poisoning among children which have occurred in the Baltimore City area. 
We intend to inform all our state and county health workers, and our 
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physicians, to bring to the attention of the public the potential hazard of 
using lead based paints on children’s furniture and toys, and on the inte-
rior of homes.”103 During this time the LIA was seeking to modify and 
repeal state regulations and other restrictions on the use of lead paint.104 

The refrain from the lead industry—that childhood plumbism was not 
a serious problem—had grown old by the 1950s. J. Julian Chisolm Jr., a 
young physician associated with Johns Hopkins University Hospital, had 
much firsthand experience with the group of children who by the mid-1950s 
were unfortunately labeled “lead heads” by the young residents at the hos-
pital. Chisolm, soon to emerge as a major figure in lead research, took issue 
with the industry’s casual attitude toward what was obviously a serious 
medical problem affecting hundreds of children in the Baltimore area. “It 
is believed that at present the ingestion of lead-containing paint flakes is 
the most common source from which children obtain excessive quantities 
of lead,” he noted in 1956. In his study of children at the Harriet Lane Home, 
he had inspected sources of lead contamination and found, like physican 
Kenneth Blackfan over thirty years before, that the “leading sources of lead 
were windowsills and frames, interior walls, including painted paper and 
painted plaster, door frames, furniture and cribs.” Throughout the “dilapi-
dated dwellings” where young children lived, Chisolm found that “flaking 
leaded paint is readily accessible.” And he took umbrage that the industry 
blamed parents for the tragedy. “While the responsibility of parents to pro-
tect their children from environmental hazards is not denied, no mother can 
reasonably be expected to prevent the repetitive ingestion of a few paint 
chips when these are readily accessible.”105 

Also in Baltimore, Huntington Williams, the city’s commissioner of 
health, had begun looking beyond the convulsions, seizures, and deaths of 
children. He noted, “Unrecognized plumbism, lead poisoning, in children 
may explain many obscure nervous conditions and convulsions of unde-
termined etiology.” His conclusion: “Lead poisoning is cumulative.”106 New 
problems such as mental retardation, behavioral disorders, and learning 
difficulties were on the horizon and, as the LIA noted, “as our hygiene 
activities have expanded, the magnitude of our industry’s health problems 
become more and more evident.”107 The daily press was playing a greater 
role in bringing lead to the attention of the general public. In one year the 
LIA collected “nearly 500 newspaper clippings featuring lead poisoning, 
often in sizable headlines.” While it is unclear how many of these dealt 
with children, the LIA noted (internally) that “childhood lead poisoning 
continued to be a major problem.”108 Yet, despite its systematic attempt to 
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collect this material, the industry still opposed warning consumers of the 
danger that the product posed to children. 

Baltimore was particularly vexing because the local health department 
had been so assiduous in reporting and following cases. At one point in 
1949, Manfred Bowditch complained in a letter that “these young Balti-
more paint eaters are a real headache.”109 By the early 1950s, “the alarm-
ing number of cases of alleged lead poisoning, particularly in children, 
which are being reported” led the LIA to systematically attend “many 
meetings of organizations dealing with our own health problems.” These 
included meetings of the American Medical Association, the American 
Public Health Association, the Greater New York Safety Council, and the 
National Safety Council.110 

In a summary of his activities in 1952, Bowditch called childhood lead 
poisoning “a major ‘headache’ and a source of much adverse publicity.” He 
counted 197 reports of lead poisoning in nine cities, of which 40 were fatal, 
although he noted that this was an “incomplete” estimate, especially for 
New York City. In New York, 44 cases were reported, of which 14 were 
fatal.111 Between 1951 and 1953, according to George M. Wheatley of the 
American Academy of Pediatrics, as reported in the New York Times, 
“there were 94 deaths and 165 cases of childhood lead poisoning . . . in New 
York, Chicago, Cincinnati, St. Louis, and Baltimore.”112 

The LIA was caught in a bind. On the one hand it possessed numerous 
reports from health departments demonstrating the widespread nature of 
the lead paint hazard. On the other hand, the LIA was still fighting a rear-
guard action to show that the number of cases was exaggerated. To con-
tinue to do this, Bowditch confided to an industry colleague, would be 
“prohibitively expensive and time consuming.”113 Bowditch did not dis-
pute that childhood lead poisoning existed as a result of children ingesting 
lead-based paint. But rather than concentrate on how to prevent lead poi-
soning—a first step toward which would be the warning of parents— 
Bowditch believed the LIA should focus on “securing more accurate diag-
nosis of lead poisoning or face the likelihood of widespread governmental 
prohibition of the use of lead paints on dwellings.”114 Robert Kehoe admit-
ted in a personal letter that the problem was an issue not of diagnostics, 
but of the paint itself. If the elimination of lead paint “for all inside decora-
tion in the household and in the environment of young children . . . is not  
done voluntarily by a wise industry concerned to handle its own business 
properly, it will be accomplished ineffectually and with irrelevant difficul-
ties and disadvantages through legislation.”115 
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By the mid-1950s the LIA was under siege.116 There was an over-
whelming amount of medical evidence concerning the dangers to children 
of lead-based paint. Reports of lead poisoning of children flowed from Bal-
timore and other cities. There was a plethora of articles in popular publica-
tions concerning the dangers of lead-based paint to children. Internal cor-
respondence from leading lead authorities around the country declared 
that lead paint was a serious hazard. Even in the face of all this, the indus-
try still refused to remove lead from paint or to warn consumers of the 
dangers of lead. 

Many lead pigment manufacturers, however, had already developed new 
product lines of leadless or low-lead-content paints. National Lead pro-
moted two lines of paint for interiors: one of them, known as the “black and 
yellow line” (for the design of the cans the paint was packaged in), con-
tained the traditional white lead pigments and was earmarked for profes-
sional painters. The “blue and white line,” containing mixed paints, was 
aimed at consumers. Its brand name, Wonsover, enticed homeowners with 
the ease of doing their own painting, implicitly promising it would cover in 
one coat. Many companies had produced mixed paints for decades, but for 
the National Lead Company to market them under the Dutch Boy brand 
was a dramatic concession, particularly because the company had long 
fought to maintain “pure white lead” as the industry standard. Even this 
concession was not total, however. Some of the new line also contained lead, 
though in far lower amounts than the traditional line,117 despite Wormser’s 
public assurance in 1946 that “so far as white inside paint is concerned 
there is no lead in it.”118 Likewise, in the early 1950s, Sherwin-Williams 
sold “House Paint” labeled “For Exterior or Interior Use” that contained 
from 14 percent to 23 percent lead carbonate and/or lead sulfate.119 

The development of new mixed paints came amidst the growing recog-
nition among lead producers that the market for lead was changing dra-
matically. A mere twenty years earlier, in 1929, white lead in paint 
accounted for 12 percent of lead’s market while lead for gasoline, tetra-
ethyl lead, was “a fraction of a percent.” By the late 1940s the industry was 
much less dependent upon paint as an outlet for its product, relying after 
the mid-1920s on storage batteries instead. By 1949, white lead pigment 
accounted for less than 3 percent of the market, while tetraethyl lead con-
sumed 11 percent and its use was increasing. Put differently, in 1929 the 
per capita consumption of lead in the United States was 15.9 pounds, with 
2 pounds coming from lead paint and less than 0.1 pound from gasoline. 
By 1949, Americans were consuming about 11.6 pounds per person, and of 
that less than a third of a pound came from paint and 1.3 pounds from 
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gasoline. Over the next generation, the emphasis of the lead industry in 
general and of the LIA specifically shifted to promoting the use of lead 
in gasoline and generally fighting a rear-guard, and ultimately doomed, 
action to maintain what remained of the lead paint industry.120 

In 1953 the LIA began working with the American Standards Association 
(ASA), a group made up of representatives from the American Academy 
of Pediatrics, the American Medical Association, the American Hospital 
Association, the American Public Health Association as well as the LIA, 
the NPVLA, the Association of Casualty and Surety Companies, among 
others, to develop a voluntary standard to “Minimize Hazards to Chil-
dren.” A subcommittee made up of representatives of the LIA, National 
Lead Company, DeVoe and Raynolds Company, Sapolin Paints, DuPont, 
New York State Department of Health, the American Academy of Pedi-
atrics, and the New York City Department of Health began to draft a stan-
dard that, “would not cause the paint industry any trouble.”121 A represen-
tative of Union Carbide chaired it, and its alternates were representatives 
of Sherwin-Williams, Glidden, and Benjamin Franklin Paint.122 The ASA 
standard that was adopted reflected a growing consensus that paint used 
for interiors or any surface that children might chew on, should not con-
tain more than 1% lead of its total weight. John H. Folger, who represented 
the NPVLA on the ASA Committee, told the NPVLA that the standard 
was “very innocuous.”123 The new standard would be used to combat local 
legislation, both in New York and elsewhere, that was seen by the industry 
as more stringent. 

It was not until the early 1950s that the industry began to pay serious 
attention to another issue—the question of labeling lead paint as a haz-
ardous material. In the spring of 1953, following reports of dozens of cases 
of lead poisoning in New York City, the city’s Health Department began 
considering legislation to require warning labels that would identify lead 
as a “poison” or “dangerous.”124 Throughout 1954, a variety of city, state, 
professional, and industry groups addressed the issue of what type of 
warning New York City should require on lead paint sold in the city. In 
general, the city officials wanted warning labels on any paint containing 
more than 1 percent lead. In May 1954 the Department of Health of New 
York City “asked that a draft of a proposed sanitary code change be sub-
mitted to it in connection with paints and coatings containing excessive 
amounts of lead.” It proposed the following wording: “No person shall 
have, keep or offer for sale in the City of New York any liquid coating 
material or paint which contains lead compounds of which the lead content 
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. . . is in excess of 1%.” It also required a warning label: “Warning: This 
paint contains lead—unsafe—poisonous—and should not be used to paint 
children’s toys or furniture, or interior surfaces in dwelling units which 
might be chewed by children.”125 

Some of the pigment manufacturers reacted negatively to the proposed 
warning. In 1953 and 1954 the LIA worked closely with the NPVLA to, 
in the LIA’s words, “combat these moves” by the city.126 Paul Whitford, 
a manager in the Eagle-Picher Company, wrote to the NPVLA that “the 
proposed section of the Sanitary Code, . . .  demands the immediate and 
concerted effort of our committee to prevent the enactment of this legisla-
tion. The adoption of this proposal by the Department of Health by the 
city of New York, places an unprecedented stigma upon the Paint Industry 
by demanding the labeling of innumerable shelf goods and specialty prod-
ucts as unsuitable for use.”127 (Four years later, in 1958, when New York 
City was considering banning the use of lead paint on the interiors of 
buildings and apartments, Whitford would state that warning labels are 
“certainly in order and if properly enforced should remove much of the 
stigma and unfavorable publicity within the industry arising from the 
nutritional deficiencies of children.”128) The NPVLA pushed for a very dif-
ferent warning that emphasized paint’s flammability as well as its dangers 
from ingestion. While explicitly saying, “Do not apply on toys, furniture 
or interior surfaces which might be chewed by children,” the word “poi-
sonous” was conspicuously absent from its proposal.129 The American 
Medical Association suggested in September of that year that the follow-
ing warning be put on all paints with lead: “WARNING: this paint contains 
an amount of lead which may be POISONOUS and should not be used to 
paint children’s toys or furniture or interior surfaces in dwelling units 
which might be chewed by children.”130 

On October 29, 1954, the New York City Department of Health adopted 
a warning label for paints with lead, but without the words “poison” or 
“poisonous.” The NPVLA noted in a confidential internal document that 
although “originally the word ‘poison’ was proposed for the label of paints 
containing lead,” it had been removed and the final wording was the 
“result of cooperation between the New York City Health Department 
officials and representatives of the New York [Paint Varnish and Lacquer 
Association] and National Paint, Varnish, and Lacquer Association.”131 

The LIA would also claim some credit: “The initial proposal of the New 
York City Health Department to require a poison label on all paints con-
taining any lead whatsoever was ultimately modified through the estab-
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lishment, at our instance, of a committee of the American Standards Asso-
ciation which evolved a standard permitting up to one per cent of lead in 
paints used on surfaces which ‘might be chewed by children,’ thus allow-
ing the inclusion of lead dryers in such paints. The ‘poison’ wording was 
also modified.”132 They were particularly proud that “modification of the 
New York City lead paint labeling regulation was secured by means of 
American Standard Z66.1, prepared by a committee of the American Stan-
dards Association, sponsored by the Lead Industries Association.”133 

The industry’s activities in New York paralleled its broader strategy 
throughout the nation. The National Paint, Varnish, and Lacquer Associa-
tion was particularly concerned because “there is much agitation by vari-
ous groups throughout the United States which could result in conflicting 
legislation by individual states and municipalities on methods of labeling 
paint products.”134 T. J. McDowell, of the NPVLA, proposed a “Suggested 
Course of Action” regarding labeling laws in which he reviewed the pres-
sure that had been exerted on industry to become more responsible: “The 
legislators from various states are constantly being contacted by pressure 
groups to pass a law—any law will do—to eliminate this hazard to our 
children. . . . It  appears that the best course to pursue from the standpoint 
of the industries interested in the use of lead as a pigment and otherwise is 
to launch a campaign of education directed at the legislators to forestall 
any further unnecessary legislation, at the pressure groups who are pro-
moting the passage of these laws, at the user and sellers of these products 
so that the proper use is made of them and the hazards reduced to a mini-
mum and most important of all at the general public to remove the false 
impressions from their minds and educate them in the proper use, the 
precautions to be taken and the real causes of these unfortunate occur-
rences.”135 Labeling was to be a last resort and then only on a voluntary 
basis. 

But the LIA made it clear it would not concede any action it did not 
need to. Bowditch told Felix Wormser, now an assistant secretary in the 
Department of Interior in the Eisenhower administration, that he had 
made every effort to cultivate the “good will” of public health officials 
“and get them into a receptive frame of mind as to our viewpoint.” 
Bowditch bragged that he believed that his efforts had “paid off, as, for 
example, in Chicago, where we have been able to stave off a paint label-
ing regulation like that here in New York.”136 (It bears mentioning that 
Wormser’s allegience to the lead industry was unaffected by his new posi-
tion in the Department of Interior. On receiving the appointment, he wrote 
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to the president of St. Joseph Lead that in his new position he could “do 
more for the country, for the President, and for my company.”137 In 1957 
he resigned under a cloud as it was revealed that St. Joseph Lead Company, 
to which he was returning, had benefited from government largesse dur-
ing his tenure. In 1962 new charges were raised—that Assistant Secretary 
Wormser had unnecessarily bought huge quantities of lead and zinc for 
the federal government, although none was needed. The lead companies 
received a windfall while the lead market had been sagging.138) 

In 1958 New York City proposed a revision of its regulation of the use 
of lead paint containing more than 1 percent lead, prohibiting its use on 
interior walls, ceilings, or windowsills of any apartment or room, tene-
ment, multiple dwelling, or one- or two-family home. (This was passed in 
1959 and went into effect in 1960.) The reaction of officials in the NPVLA 
was predictably ambivalent. E. P. Hubschmitt, on the NPVLA’s Subcom-
mittee on Uniform Labeling, continued to maintain, despite the mounds of 
evidence, that the ingestion of lead was not a serious hazard. In a review of 
the proposed code he told members that “many persons of note, . . .  ques-
tion the hazardous effects of lead by ingestion. I can recall that there is in 
fact very little evidence, indeed, in the medical reports to support instances 
of death by ingestion of lead.”139 

Even though the proportion of lead in paint had been dramatically 
reduced in the early 1950s as titanium, zinc, and water-based vinyl cover-
ings took over a larger share of the market, the industry continued to be 
vigilant to any attempts to label its product a danger.140 When forced to 
accept the reality of warning labels on paint products, the association knew 
labels were better than other kinds of regulation: “Every effort is being 
made to confine . . .  regulatory measures . . . to  the field of warning labels, 
which, as applied to paints are obviously less detrimental to our interests 
than would be any legislation of a prohibitory nature.”141 In 1958 there 
was what the association called a “veritable wave” of precautionary label-
ing legislation proposals. The NPVLA maintained that “watching for 
adverse legislation in our many states is an important part of our work and 
one in which the help of our members . . . is again and earnestly asked.”142 

Even through the mid-1950s the industry continued to deny responsi-
bility for a situation that had been developing for nearly a half century. Its 
long-term claim that the industry had done everything it could to be 
responsible seemed fatuous in view of the fact that the emergency wards 
and hospitals of cities and communities were treating more and more chil-
dren poisoned by lead. 
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Nevertheless, the LIA still reacted to reports of sickened children by 
blaming the victims and their families. In 1956 Bowditch, in a private com-
munication to Felix Wormser after an article appeared in Parade magazine, 
remarked that “aside from the kids that are poisoned . . . it’s a serious prob-
lem from the viewpoint of adverse publicity.” The basic problem was 
“slums,” and to deal with that issue it was necessary “to educate the par-
ents. But most of the cases are in Negro and Puerto Rican families, and 
how,” Bowditch wondered, “does one tackle that job?”143 Bowditch was a 
bit more discreet in his statements to the LIA’s general membership. At the 
association’s 1957 annual meeting, he argued that “the major source of 
trouble is the flaking of lead paint in the ancient slum dwellings of our 
older cities”—though in saying this he obscured the fact that lead had 
been a major component of the paint applied to buildings as recently as a 
decade before. “The problem of lead poisoning in children will be with us 
for as long as there are slums,” he argued.144 But once again, as Wormser 
had done before him, he absolved the LIA of responsibility, arguing that 
the real problem lay with ignorant children and parents. “Because of the 
high death rate, the frequency of permanent brain damage in the sur-
vivors, and the intelligence level of the slum parents, it seems destined to 
remain as important and as difficult as any with which we have to deal.”145 

But who was responsible for this condition and how could it be addressed? 
Bowditch was not optimistic: “until we can find means to (a) get rid of our 
slums, and (b) educate the relatively ineducable parent, the problem will 
continue to plague us.”146 

Despite the assertions of the industry that lead poisoning would vanish 
when “ancient slums” were replaced with newer dwellings, evidence that 
lead was still in new paint continued to appear. New York’s Department of 
Health “disclosed [in 1973] that ten companies are selling highly leaded 
paints in violation of the New York City Health Code.” In a survey that 
tested “one hundred and thirty-eight cans of interior paint from 23 com-
panies . . .  for lead content, twenty-four cans from 10 companies were 
found to be highly leaded.”147 Even painted toys continued to have lead in 
significant quantities. In 1957, Robert Kehoe analyzed toys from a variety 
of companies, including Mattel and Marx, two of the nation’s largest man-
ufacturers, and found that the paints that one Chicago toy manufacturer 
used on its red trailer trucks contained over 34 percent lead pigment. Mat-
tel’s Jack in the Box was painted with red paint containing 10 percent lead, 
and Marx’s red fire truck had 3.75 percent lead.148 

It seems that no amount of evidence, no health statistics, no public out-
rage could get the industry to regard the fact that its lead paint was killing 
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and poisoning children as anything but a public relations disaster. Until 
the end it wore moral blinders and obsessed over bad publicity rather than 
address the problem. By 1959, when childhood lead poisoning had clearly 
entered the popular culture through articles in Parade and television news 
programs on CBS, the LIA was still engaged in efforts to restrict public 
attention to the issue. When the LIA learned that a popular television pro-
gram, Highway Patrol, had in one of its episodes a reference to lead poi-
soning in a young boy, the association’s representatives convinced the pro-
ducers to eliminate the offending reference. “We now have their verbal 
agreement to eliminate all reference to the toxicity of lead in an episode of 
the series which reflected no credit on the metal or on the producers them-
selves,” the LIA proudly announced in its quarterly report.149 

The negative publicity about lead paint was of concern because it “hurt 
our business” and had resulted in “thousands of items of unfavorable pub-
licity every year,” the industry association argued. Bad publicity “may 
even mean that your product won’t be used at all because your potential 
customer doesn’t want the problems that the use of lead may involve.”150 

Yet the association continued to insist that childhood lead poisoning was 
(1) primarily a problem of the eastern slums, and (2) a result of the lack of 
education, racial inferiority, and inattentiveness of poor people. “This is 
particularly true since most cases of lead poisoning today are in children, 
and anything sad that happens to a child is meat for newspaper editors and 
is gobbled up by the public.” The LIA’s response to the crisis was to per-
suade government agencies to relax government regulations. “We were 
largely responsible for the increase of one-third in the maximum permissi-
ble concentration of lead dust and fumes that became effective a couple of 
years ago,” the LIA trumpeted. They worried that a lawsuit brought by a 
tenant in Milwaukee, if successful, could lead to the banning of lead pipe 
and the loss of the sale of thousands of tons of lead a year, and therefore 
worked with the defense to defeat the suit.151 Smaller cities began to test 
their own children and, as with the lead poisoning epidemic historically, the 
more they looked, the more poisonings they found. The LIA acknowledged 
that there had been “something of a change” in its understanding of the 
eastern and big-city nature of the epidemic as it began to find reports of 
childhood lead poisoning in rural communities and small cities as well. Lead 
poisoning was no longer just a problem of “the slums of our older and 
larger cities,” but was now appearing also in Albany, New York, Springfield, 
Massachusetts, Covington, Kentucky, and Gastonia, North Carolina.152 

The lead industry had lost its battle to preserve the image of lead 
pigment as harmless, especially as the Civil Rights movement and the 
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beginning of the War on Poverty shifted public and professional attention 
to the rights of the poor and those exploited by industry. Community 
activists began to demand change in the way government reacted to the 
dangers of lead.153 Throughout the late 1960s, in city after city, commu-
nity groups demonstrated for screening programs, popular education, and 
housing reform in order to defuse the racially and economically charged 
issue of childhood lead poisoning.154 Periodic high-profile deaths of small 
children who had ingested paint chips, and exposés such as Jack Newfield’s 
Village Voice newspaper article, “Silent Epidemic in the Slums,” height-
ened public and professional awareness.155 In 1966 the U.S. Public Health 
Service published statistics showing that in the early 1960s lead was, out-
side of aspirin, the largest cause of poisonings of children under five years 
of age.156 All this activity led President Richard Nixon’s surgeon general, 
Jesse Steinfeld, to convene in 1970 a committee to set guidelines that 
would help cities define what constituted lead poisoning. At that time, as 
historian Christian Warren explains, there was no consistency among 
urban health departments about what constituted lead poisoning among 
children: “New York and Baltimore defined a ‘case’ of pediatric lead poi-
soning as a child whose blood-lead exceeded 60 μg/dL.” Chicago used 50 
micrograms and most others used 80 μg.157 Steinfeld’s committee estab-
lished the following criteria: above 79 μg was viewed as “unequivocal cases 
of lead poisoning” and between 50 and 79 μg “were to receive further 
medical evaluation.”158 

In mid-January 1971, Nixon signed the Lead-Based Paint Poisoning 
Prevention Act (LBPPPA), which prohibited, in any housing built with 
federal funds or assistance, the use of paints containing more than 1 per-
cent lead on interior surfaces or any exterior surface such as porch railings 
and windowsills, where children might chew the paint. It also created pro-
grams for federal grants to cities for lead paint abatement and screening 
and treatment programs and to evaluate the nature of the lead paint haz-
ard and to develop programs to address it.159 

By the early 1970s estimates of the extent of childhood lead poisoning 
were alarming. The National Academy of Sciences prepared a report for 
the Consumer Product Safety Commission that estimated that “600,000 
children would show increased blood lead content if tested [more than 
40 micrograms per 100 milliliters].” Studies of children in sample areas 
showed that “9.1–45.5% of children surveyed have blood lead concentra-
tions above 40 μg/100 ml and that 12.5% have concentrations above 
60 μg/100 ml.”160 Because of the growing public outcry, the industry 
sought to develop support for its views on the matter. In 1971, the LIA’s 
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Environmental Health committee had the well-known public relations 
firm Hill & Knowlton produce a report on childhood lead poisoning and 
discussed whether it was possible for the LIA “to induce a recognized sci-
entist to ‘author’ the Hill & Knowlton report.”161 

Despite administrative problems and inadequate funding, Warren con-
cludes that “the programs administered with LBPPPA funds prevented 
thousands of deaths and reduced the consequences of lead poisoning in 
hundreds of thousands of children. . . . By  the early 1980s, federal funds 
had established some 100 lead-testing laboratories, 4 million children had 
been screened, 250,000 at-risk children had been identified for treatment, 
and 112,000 homes had been cleared of toxic paints and plaster.”162 

Amendments to the act in 1973 and 1975 “lowered permissible lead con-
tents, first from one per cent lead in dried film to 0.5 per cent, and then to 
0.06 per cent.”163 In 1977, the Consumer Products Safety Commission 
banned any paint above 0.06 percent in interstate commerce.164 Warren 
observes, however, that as of 1981 25 states, predominantly in the South 
and the West, still were not using federal funds for lead abatement and 
screening.165 

In the early 1970s, Dr. J. Julian Chisolm Jr., who had himself received 
research support from the LIA, began to be concerned about the “effects of 
sub-acute or asymptotic [lead] absorption.” Chisolm had pioneered the use 
of chelating agents as a method for reducing children’s blood lead level and 
was legendary in Baltimore for his documentation that lead paint was the 
overwhelming cause of childhood lead poisoning.166 Researchers had 
developed new laboratory methods for measuring blood lead-levels with 
less expensive, quicker techniques. This allowed Chisolm and others to 
“measure directly the effects of lead on biological processes that were 
invisible to the clinician—distinct physiological mechanisms taking place 
inside the body.”167 Specifically, Chisolm was able to document “consistent 
relationships between blood damage and blood-lead levels well below 
those associated with clinical symptoms, casting doubt on the notion of 
a clear threshold for damage and raising questions about the effects of 
asymptomatic lead absorption in other body systems.”168 This work led the 
U.S. Public Health Service to progressively lower its definition of “undue 
lead absorption” in children from 60 μg/dL in 1971 to 30 μg in 1975 to 25 
μg in 1985, and to 10 μg/dL in 1991.169 

Up until the mid-1950s, the lead industry managed to keep information 
about lead poisoning among children largely out of public view. As a 
result, the industry thwarted attempts to regulate or ban lead in paint and 
thereby continued to reap enormous profits from the production of lead. 
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This all changed in the 1950s and especially in the 1960s as community 
activists took up the issue of lead poisoning, viewing it as a symbol of the 
assault that poverty constituted on the human body itself, particularly on 
poor African American and Hispanic children. Only when the market for 
lead paint began to dry up and the assaults on lead paint came from every 
direction did the industry turn its attention away from lead paint and to 
preserving the market for lead in what was the expanding gasoline and 
automobile industries. 
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