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Historical Highlights: Media Milestones
With the ready availability of commercial products, media preparation nowadays is quite straightforward, but it has not always been so. Many years ago, a media preparation room might have looked like a cross between a kitchen and an alchemist’s lab. A standard book reviewing culture media up to 1930* compiled 7,000 different “recipes.” Thumbing through this book, one gets a clear idea of the ingenuity and care that media formulators and preparers brought to their task. A fantastic assortment of raw materials were (and occasionally still are) added to preparations, and some formulas were extraordinarily complex. It was not unusual for a single medium to require 25 steps in preparation. The media compositions seem to have been limited only by the imagination of the “cook.” Numerous unconventional animal products appear among the recipes: bone, cartilage, placenta, lung, lard, chopped beef, testicles, sperm, pus, feces, and urine. Plant materials, also a good source of nutrients, were ground, mashed, chopped, pureed, filtered, and cooked. A partial list reads like mulligan stew: potatoes, carrots, spinach, onions, peas, fruits (bananas, prunes), grasses (straw, hay), and dozens of different seeds. Foods such as tomato juice, macaroni, coffee, spices, butter, and beer had their functions in certain concoctions. No conceivable source was overlooked, including such curious ingredients as soil, manure, brick, coal, sawdust, wood ashes, lint, rusty nails, asbestos, arsenic, and cyanide!

*A Compilation of Culture Media for the Cultivation of Microorganisms (1930), Levine and Shoenlein.

Compare the growth of E. coli grown in broth media vs E.coli grown in milk media – and learn how to make milk media.  
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