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CHAPTER 1 
‘Don’t kill the customer!’ 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Sylvia, her sister Coco, and her husband Raúl walked in 
silence through the dark, quiet streets. Sylvia held Raúl’s 
hand tightly. She felt nervous and excited at the same 
time. It was their last night in Mexico. The border was 
just over fifty kilometres away. A new life in the USA was 
waiting for them, a life with a good future.

They reached a small house at the end of a street. Raúl 
turned to the women. ‘Here it is. Come on.’

They went into a dark house and in the light of a fire 
they saw a small group of people. Esteban was waiting 
for them. He would be their guide through the desert and 
across the border. He looked at them. He didn’t smile. He 
talked to the group.

‘If one of you is weak, everyone is weak. If one of you is 
slow, everyone will become slow. Help your friends. Let’s 
go.’

Raúl gave Esteban their money. They were on their way 
to a better life.

* * *
Mickey’s was a large, successful fast food business. 

Inside its main offices a group of businessmen were in a 
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meeting. They were talking about advertising. They were 
making suggestions about how to advertise their most 
successful burger.

‘What about The Big One only gets bigger!’ said one man.
‘Or Everyone wants a Big One!’ suggested another.
‘How about Eat me!’ laughed a third.
‘OK!’ smiled Jack, their boss. ‘Good ideas! Now Phil, 

what have you got to tell us?’
Phil looked round the group. He was extremely 

pleased. ‘It’s amazing. We’re selling more and more 
Big Ones. And all ages are buying them! Kids, adults, 
grandparents – everyone!’

‘That’s great. And Don, what about the Little Big Ones?’ 
Jack turned to the newest person on the team. 

Don also had good news. ‘We did some tests and the 
kids really love them!’ 

‘How many in a bag?’ asked Jack.
‘We think about three for a kid’s meal.’ 
‘Wonderful!’ Jack was pleased. ‘Dave – how about our 

plans to use the Teletubbies* to advertise the burgers?’
‘Sorry, Jack. It’s not going to happen. MacDonald’s and 

Burger King have already got them.’
Jack’s face went dark. ‘****!’ he said.

* * *
Don was with Reilly, a scientist at Mickey’s. There was a 

small, brown bottle on the table. Don put a piece of white 
paper in the bottle and then held it to his nose.

‘Wonderful,’ he said.
‘That the Barbecue Big One,’ said Reilly proudly. ‘Does 

it need more smoke?’
‘No. It’s perfect. But this one …’ Don smelt another 
* A popular TV programme for very young children.
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bottle, ‘… needs more of something.’
Reilly looked worried. ‘The flavours in Caribbean food 

aren’t easy.’
‘Lime. Yes, a little more lime,’ said Don.
Reilly smiled. ‘No problem. I can add some more lime 

flavour. That’s easy!’

* * *
Jack’s secretary brought Don into his office.
‘Good to see you, Don,’ Jack smiled. ‘So – what do you 

think of everything?’
‘What does he want?’ Don thought. He nodded and 

smiled. ‘Everything’s great, Jack.’
Jack got more serious. He spoke carefully. ‘Don, we may 

have a little problem. Have you ever met Harry Rydell? 
He’s at the Chicago office.’

Don shook his head. ‘No, I don’t think so. Why?’
‘Harry’s very successful. He gets the best price for the 

meat. But maybe he’s too friendly with the guys who 
sell the meat. I think he’s closing his eyes to some things 
they’re doing.’

‘What things, Jack?’ 
‘Well, I have a friend who teaches food science. A 

couple of his students have tested some of our burgers. 
They found a lot of fecal coliform* in them.’

Don was confused. ‘I’m sorry, Jack, I don’t understand.’ 
‘Manure, Don.’ Jack looked directly at him. ‘Or shit† if 

you prefer. There’s shit in our burgers.’

* * *

* This is found in manure and it can make people ill.

† A rude word for manure.
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The desert at night was beautiful. The low trees 
appeared blue in the moonlight. The Mexicans looked 
very small against the desert and the night sky. A young 
man called Roberto walked beside Coco.

‘You have the wrong shoes for this journey,’ he 
whispered. ‘These are better. See? I got them in America. 
But I’ve got some cream if your feet hurt later.’

‘Thanks,’ said Coco. ‘How many times have you done 
this journey?’

‘Three. And you?’
‘This is my first.’

* * *
It was getting late. Don finished reading a story to his 

sons and closed the book. 
‘Time for bed,’ he said, and he kissed the boys.’ 
The next day he was travelling to Colorado to visit 

the meat packing factory. He was going to talk to Harry 
Rydell.

Don went into the living room. His wife, Debi, was at 
her computer. She looked at him.

‘I don’t understand,’ she said. ‘Why are they sending 
you? You’re new.’ 

Don shook his head. ‘Jack’s worried. The meat is dirty 
and I’ve got to discover why.’

Debi’s eyes opened wide. ‘Dirty?’
‘Yeah. Cow manure is getting into the meat.’ Don still 

couldn’t believe it. Manure in the burgers!
‘That’s terrible!’ said Debi. She smiled at Don. ‘So, it’s a 

marketing problem. If kids eat your burgers and die, it’s 
more difficult to sell them!’

Don smiled, but he wasn’t feeling very comfortable. 
‘Yeah. It’s an important rule in marketing. “Don’t kill the 
customer!” It’s bad for business.’ 
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F      ast Food Nation began life as a 
book. It was written by the American 

journalist, Eric Schlosser, and it was 
published in 2001. In Fast Food Nation, 
Schlosser looks at the fast food industry 
in the US. He writes about the first ever 
burger bars; he visits meat packing 
factories and talks to the people who 
work there; he speaks to farmers, and 
to the teenagers who spend evenings 
and weekends working in fast food 
restaurants. Schlosser’s book made 
people think about fast food, and where 
it comes from. 

Fast Food Nation : Fast Food Nation : 

Eric Schlosser

Why did you write Fast Food Nation?
The idea for Fast Food Nation came from 
Rolling Stone magazine. They wanted me to 
write a piece about the fast food industry. They 
wanted to show people the truth about the 
food they ate. 

So, I started reading about it. I used to like 
burgers. I used to go to McDonalds. I didn’t 
want to laugh at the ‘all-American’ meal. But 
I was very surprised by what I read. Our love 
of fast food has changed so many things in 
America – people’s working conditions, the 
way animals are farmed, even the whole look 
of some places. I realised that the fast food 
industry was a hidden world. 

In 2006, Fast Food Nation came out as a film. 
Here, Eric Schlosser talks about his book and the film. 
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What do these words mean? You can use a dictionary.
journalist    publish    industry    conditions    documentary    inspire

“People who eat meat should 
see where it comes from.” 
Do you agree or disagree 

with this? Discuss in pairs.

My piece came out in two parts in Rolling 
Stone. I wanted to say a lot more and 
so I decided to write the book. I found a 
small publishers who wanted to publish 
it. And straight away, it sold very well …

How did Fast Food Nation the 
book become Fast Food Nation 
the film?
I spoke to lots of film-makers who 
wanted to make documentary films of 
the book, but I wasn’t sure about it. 
I didn’t want to agree to a film that I 
would feel uncomfortable with later. 
Then I met film-makers Jeremy Thomas 
and Richard Linklater. They suggested 
making a story inspired by the book, not 
a documentary. After almost two years of 
talking, we decided to go ahead. 

What do you think of the film?
I’m very proud of it. It’s a brave film. 
People like me who eat meat should see 
where it comes from. It’s a dark film, but 
in the United States these are dark times.

How did you choose the actors in 
the film? 
Every actor who worked on Fast Food 
Nation did it because the subject meant 
something to them. For example, Avril 
Lavigne doesn’t eat meat, and she 
feels strongly about that. And Wilmer 
Valderrama (Esteban) first came to the 
US when he was fourteen. He didn’t 
speak a word of English. He knows how 
it feels to be alone in a strange country.

from book to filmfrom book to film
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A DANGEROUS JOURNEY
The US-Mexico border is over 3,000 km 
long. There are lots of high fences, and 
the US border police watch the area 
closely. Immigrants walk for hours in the 
desert heat to find places to cross where 
there are no police. Some try to swim or 
sail across the Rio Grande. Every year, 
Mexicans die during the journey. This 
is usually because they don’t have 
enough water. 

There are over eleven million illegal immigrants in 
the US. Most of these are Mexican.

the hidden workers of the United States
The ‘illegals’:

Every year, thousands of people from countries such as Mexico 
risk everything to cross the border into the United States. When 

they arrive, life is hard. They may work long hours in badly-paid and 
dangerous jobs. They have no rights as they are not legal workers. Why 
do they do it, and what future is there for America’s illegal workers?
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Border police with illegal immigrants

The US-Mexico border

What do these words mean? You can use a dictionary.
risk    illegal    legal    immigrant    detention centre    identity card

Often Mexicans will pay a guide, called a 
‘coyote’ in Spanish, to take them across: 
on foot, or by boat or van. Sometimes 
coyotes pay money to a border police 
officer to let them through. 

Many immigrants are caught by the 
border police. They are taken to a 
detention centre, and later they are 
driven back to Mexico. 

A NEW LIFE
Those immigrants who manage to cross 
the border are ‘illegals’. You need an 
identity card and other legal papers to 
get work in America. With no ‘papers’, 
immigrants have no rights as workers. 
They often do the jobs that no one else 
wants to do. They do cleaning jobs; they 
work on farms; they look after children; 
they might work in factories ... The pay is 
low, but they can earn much more than 
in their own country. Many of them send 
money back to their families. 

THE FUTURE
llegal immigration is seen as a big 
problem in the US. Some Americans feel 
angry at the number of immigrants in 
their country. They say that immigrants 
are taking their jobs, and using the 
schools and hospitals. However, some 
companies in the US want illegal 
immigration to continue. They depend on 
having cheap workers. 

For people with difficult lives in poor 
countries, the US often appears to be a 
land of dreams. As we see in Fast Food 
Nation, real life for the immigrants who 
arrive is often very different.
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“We all share the same world. 
People should be able to work and 

live where they want.” 
Discuss in class.

Immigrant 
factory workers
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Most of us eat fast food at some time in our lives. Some 
people might even find it hard to live without fast food 

restaurants. So how and why did America become 
a ‘fast food nation’?

employed twenty waitresses, and it made 
them rich. 

Eight years later, the brothers decided it 
was time to change. They changed their 
drive-in for a different kind of restaurant 
where people had to line up inside for 
food. There were no plates or glasses; 
everything was made of paper. There 
were no waitresses and there was no 
washing-up. The prices were cheaper 
and the food arrived more quickly 
than in a drive-in. 

THE AGE OF THE CAR
In the 1940s, a new type of eating 
place appeared in America – the drive-
in restaurant. It was designed for a 
changing way of life. People stayed in 
their cars and waitresses served them. 
Drive-ins were popular with teenagers.

THE MCDONALD BROTHERS
In 1940 Richard and Maurice McDonald 
opened the ‘McDonald Brothers’ 
Burger Bar Drive-In’ in San Bernardino, 
California. It was near a high school, it 

A SHORT HISTORY A SHORT HISTORY 
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What do these words mean? You can use a dictionary.
self-service    model    arch(es)    logo    finance

It was the first self-service restaurant 
and it was hugely popular. It made the 
McDonalds a lot of money. 

Businessmen from all over America 
visited the San Bernardino restaurant 
and copied the McDonald’s model in 
their own fast food businesses. 

THE ‘GOLDEN ARCHES’
Richard McDonald designed a new 
building for the restaurant. He wanted 
drivers to see it easily from the road. On 
the roof, he put two yellow arches in the 
shape of an ‘M’. The famous McDonald’s 
logo had arrived!

AMERICA AND THE WORLD …
Between 1960 and 1973, the number 
of McDonald’s restaurants in America 
grew from 250 to 3,000. Wall Street* 
put money into the fast food businesses. 
A fast food nation was born.

Today, you can find big fast food chains 
like McDonald’s in most countries in the 
world. Love it or hate it, it seems that 
fast food is here to stay.

* Wall Street is the centre of finance in New York. 

OF FAST FOODOF FAST FOOD

How many fast food restaurants 
are there in your town? Do they 

serve American food or local food? 
Which ones do you prefer and why? 

Discuss in pairs.

The first ever McDonald’s, now a museum
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