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Of all the possible bad beginnings you could imagine, Parkesine probably had one of
the worst. Nonetheless, the story does have a rosy ending.

Parkesine was an innovative cellulosic material that won the bronze medal at the 1862
London International Exhibition. Obtained by treating cotton with nitric acid, sulfuric
acid, and castor oil, it was a hard material that could also be molded when hot. How-
ever, it cracked and broke easily after repeated use. Its inventor, Alexander Parkes
(England, 1831-1890), also failed at producing Parkesine on an industrial level, as it
was extremely cost-prohibitive for its time. Yet in 1868 John W. Hyatt improved Parkes’s
material by adding camphor to the mix. Thus celluloid, a viable plastic material that
was capable of being produced industrially, was born.

The first plastic products could hardly wait. By some estimates, billiard balls were the
first product made entirely of plastic (back then ivory was just as rare as it is today)
although the best bet is that dentures beat them to it. These, by the way, had a prob-
lem: Heat softened them, making something as trivial as sipping tea a major problem.
Not to mention that camphor aftertaste ...

But let’s jump forward in time. We’re in 2007, smack in the prime of plastic’s golden
age, a golden age that actually began with Bakelite in the early twentieth century.
Nowadays, plastic is present in almost each and every industrial field. It would be
almost impossible to step outside without seeing at least one plastic product within
50 feet.

Without plastic it would be virtually impossible to enjoy a Formula 1 race, decorate
our homes with reasonably priced furniture, listen to music, enjoy our PlayStation 3,
perform surgery, or even play ball on the beach. In fact, huge publishing
and cinematic empires were built thanks to the plastics industry. Just ask Hugh Hefner.

Plastic has countless advantages over other materials: It is inexpensive, flexible,
impermeable, insulating, resistant, and easily shaped. Other materials might have one







