CIVILIZATION & CAPITALISM
15th-18th CENTURY

Fernand Braudel
f L

5 T]}E]le Structures

= ol Fvervday Laife
e P

- .‘}E %
"R & T ]
- o 2
] I g 3
L - L LR T
& £ iy
TR




THE STRUCTURES OF EVERYDAY LIFE
The Limits of the Possible

Fernand Braudel has always insisted on the necessity of world
history and has been rewarded with a worldwide reputation.
In his native France he is the acknowledged head of his
profession. ‘For us he is a prince,” wrote Georges Duby of the
Collége de France on the publication of this book in Paris: and
Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie on the same occasion expressed
the opinion that he had received rather less than his due in his
native country by contrast with his standing abroad.

He has been given honorary doctorates by the Universities
of Brussels, Oxford, Madrid, Geneva, Florence, Warsaw,
Cambridge, Sao Paulo, Padua, London, Chicago, St Andrews
and Edinburgh. In the United States there is a research centre
named after him at the University of Binghamton, and he was
the first living historian to have a whole number of the Journal
of Modern History devoted to a study of his work.

Born in a village in Lorraine in 1902, Braudel graduated in
history in 1923 and subsequently taught in Algeria, Paris and
Sao Paulo. During the five years he spent as prisoner-of-war in
Germany he wrote the thesis that was to be published in 1949
under the title La Méditerranée et le Monde Méditerranéen a
PEpoque de Philippe 11. In 1946 he became one of the editorial
board of Annales, the famous journal founded by Marc Bloch
and Lucien Febvre, whom he succeeded at the College de
France in 1949.In 1956 he became head of the VI*™ section de
I’Ecole des Hautes Etudes, a new department formed to
promote the relations between history and other social
studies. Since 1962 he has been chief administrator of the
Maison des Sciences de ’Homme.
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Translator’s note

An early version of the first volume of this three-part work
appeared in French in 1967, and was translated into English by
Miriam Kochan in 1973, under the title Capitalismn and Material
Life 1400-1800. The French text has been so extensively revised
by the author for the new French edition in three volumes that
it was impossible to publish the original English edition as
Volume 1. It has therefore been reworked to incorporate new
material and changes, but Miriam Kochan’s translation was
used as a basis for the present version, as I am happy to acknow-
ledge, while taking full responsibility myself for the final text.
Neither of the two other volumes has appeared in English before.

SiAN REYNOLDS
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Introduction

WHEN, IN 1952, Lucien Febvre asked me to write this book for the collection
Destins du Monde (World Destinies) which he had recently founded, I had no
idea what an interminable venture I was embarking upon. The idea was that I
should simply provide a summary of the work that had been done on the
economic history of pre-industrial Europe. However, not only did I often feel
the need to go back to the sources, but I confess that the more research I did, the
more disconcerted I became by direct observation of so-called economic realities,
between the fifteenth and the eighteenth centuries. Simply because they did not
seem to fit, or even flatly contradicted the classical and traditional theories of
what was supposed to have happened: whether the theories in question were
Werner Sombart’s (1902, and backed up by a wealth of evidence) or Josef
Kulischer’s (1928); or indeed those of economists themselves, who tend to see
the economy as a homogenous reality which can legitimately be taken out of
context and which can, indeed must, be measured on its own, since nothing is
intelligible until it has been put into statistics. According to the textbooks, the
development of pre-industrial Europe (which was studied quite exclusively of
the rest of the world, as if that did not exist) consisted of its gradual progress
towards the rational world of the market, the firm, and capitalist investment,
until the coming of the Industrial Revolution, which neatly divides human
history in two.

In fact, observable reality before the nineteenth century is much more com-
plicated than this would suggest. It is of course quite possible to trace a pattern
of evolution, or rather several kinds of evolution, which may rival, assist or at
times contradict one another. This amounts to saying that there were not one
but several economies. The one most frequently written about is the so-called
market economy, in other words the mechanisms of production and exchange
linked to rural activities, to small shops and workshops, to banks, exchanges,
fairs and (of course) markets. It was on these ‘transparent’ visible realities, and
on the easily observed processes that took place within them that the language
of economic science was originally founded. And as a result it was from the start
confined within this privileged arena, to the exclusion of any others.

But there is another, shadowy zone, often hard to see for lack of adequate
historical documents, lying underneath the market economy: this is that elemen-
tary basic activity which went on everywhere and the volume of which is truly
fantastic. This rich zone, like a layer covering the earth, I have called for want
of a better expression material life or material civilization. These are obviously
ambiguous expressions. But I imagine that if my view of what happened in the

23



24 The Structures of Everyday Life

past is accepted, as it seems to be nowadays by certain economists for what is
happening in the present, a proper term will one day be found to describe this
infra-economy, the informal other half of economic activity, the world of self-
sufficiency and barter of goods and services within a very small radius.

On the other hand, looking up instead of down from the vast plane of the
market economy, one finds that active social hierarchies were constructed on
top of it: they could manipulate exchange to their advantage and disturb the
established order. In their desire to do so - which was not always consciously
expressed - they created anomalies, ‘zones of turbulence’ and conducted their
affairs in a very individual way. At this exalted level, a few wealthy merchants
in eighteenth-century Amsterdam or sixteenth-century Genoa could throw whole
sectors of the European or even world economy into confusion, from a distance.
Certain groups of privileged actors were engaged in circuits and calculations
that ordinary people knew nothing of. Foreign exchange for example, which
was tied to distant trade movements and to the complicated arrangements for
credit, was a sophisticated art, open only to a few initiates at most. To me, this
second shadowy zone, hovering above the sunlit world of the market economy
and constituting its upper limit so to speak, represents the favoured domain of
capitalism, as we shall see. Without this zone, capitalism is unthinkable: this is
where it takes up residence and prospers.

~ This triple division, which I gradually saw forming itself before my eyes, as
the elements of observation fell into place almost of themselves, is probably
what my readers will find the most controversial aspect of this book. Does it not
amount to making too rigid a distinction - indeed a term by term contrast -
between the market economy and capitalism? I did not myself take up this
position hurriedly or without hesitation. But in the end I accepted that the
market economy had, between the fifteenth and eighteenth centuries and indeed
even earlier, been a restrictive order, and that like all restrictive orders, whether
social, political or cultural, it had created an opposition, counter-forces, both
above and below itself.

What I find most encouraging to my view of things is that the same schema
can be used to show easily and clearly the articulations of present-day societies.
The market economy still controls the great mass of transactions that show up
in the statistics. But free competition, which is the distinctive characteristic of
the market, is very far from ruling the present-day economy - as nobody would
deny. Today as in the past, there is a world apart where an exceptional kind of
capitalism goes on, to my mind the only real capitalism: today as in the past, it
is multinational, a close relation of the capitalism operated by the great Indies
Companies, and the monopolies of all sizes, official or unofficial, which existed
then and which were exactly analogous in principle to the monopolies of today.
Would we not call the Fugger or Welser firms transnational today, since they
had interests all over Europe and had representatives both in India and Latin
America? And Jacques Coeur’s business empire in the fourteenth century was as
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big as the trading interests of the Netherlands in the Levant.

But the coincidences go further than this: in the wake of the economic
depression following the 1973-4 crisis, we are beginning to see the development
of a modern version of the non-market economy: hardly disguised forms of
barter, the direct exchange of services, ‘moonlighting’ as it is called, plus all the
various forms of homeworking and ‘odd-jobs’. This layer of activity, lying below
or alongside the market, has reached sufficient proportions to attract the atten-
tion of several economists: some have estimated that it may represent 30 or 40%
of the gross national product, which thus lies outside all official accounting, even
in industrialized countries.

So it was that a tripartite schema became the framework of a book which I
had deliberately set out to write outside the world of theory, of all theories, and
had intended to be guided by concrete observation and comparative history
alone. Comparative both through time, using the language, which has never
disappointed me, of the long term and the dialectic of past/present; and com-
parative through as wide a space as possible, since I-wanted my study to cover
the whole world if such a thing could be done. Well, concrete observation is still
in the foreground. My purpose throughout has been to see and to let others see,
by allowing what I show to speak for itself, in all the richness, complexity and
heterogeneity of real life. If one could simply dissect reality and separate it into
these three levels (which I regard as a useful basis for classification) history
would be an exact science: which it obviously is not.

The three volumes that make up this book are entitled: The Structures of
Everyday Life: the limits of the possible; The Wheels of Commerce and The
Perspective of the World. The third is a chronological study of the forms and
successive preponderant tendencies of the international economy. In a word, it
is a history. The first two volumes are much less straightforward, and come
under the heading of thematic research. The first volume (which has already
been published in an earlier version) is a sort of ‘weighing up of the world’ as
Pierre Chaunu has called it, an evaluation of the limits of what was possible in
the pre-industrial world. One of these limits is the enormous place then occupied
by ‘material life’. The second volume, The Wheels of Commerce, compares the
market economy and the higher activity of capitalism. It was essential to my
purpose to distinguish between these two upper layers and explain them in
relation to each other, both where they coincide and where they differ.

Will I be able to convince all my readers? Hardly. But at least I have found
one unparalleled advantage in this dialectical approach: it has enabled me, by
taking a new, and somewhat more peaceful route, to avoid and by-pass the
passionate disputes which the explosive word capitalism always arouses. And in
any case, the third volume has benefited from the explanations and discussions
that have gone before: it should offend nobody.

So instead of one book, I ended up by writing three. And my determination
to make this a book about the whole world gave me some work for which as a
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Western historian I was unprepared, to say the least. Having lived and worked
in an Islamic country (ten years in Algiers) and in America (four years in Brazil)
was a great help. But for Japan, I have relied on the explanations and the private
tuition of Serge Elisseff; for China I am grateful to Etienne Balazs, Jacques
Gernet and Denys Lombard. Daniel Thorner, who could turn any well-motivated
person into a budding specialist on India, took me in hand with his irresistible
liveliness and generosity. He would turn up at my house early in the morning
with bread and croissants for breakfast and books that I absolutely had to read.
His name must come first in the list of people I have to thank: if I listed everyone,
it would go on for ever. My pupils, lecture-audiences, colleagues and friends
have all helped me. I cannot forget the filial assistance given me once again by
Alberto and Branislava Tenenti; the co-operation of Michaél Keul and Jean-
Jacques Hémardinquer. Marie-Thérése Labignette assisted me in archive re-
search and chasing bibliographical references, and Annie Duchesne in the endless
labour of providing footnotes. Josiane Ochoa patiently typed various versions
of the manuscript, up to ten times. Roselyne de Ayala, of Armand Colin Pub-
lishers, handled the problems of layout and publication with efficiency and
punctuality. To all these immediate colleagues, I here express my more than
grateful recognition. Lastly, if it had not been for Paule Braudel, who has been
daily associated with my research, I should never have had the courage to rewrite
the first volume and to finish the two massive tomes which complete it, or to
check the logic and clarity needed for the summaries and explanations they
contain. Once more we have worked side by side over a long project.

16 MARCH 1979



Preface

HERE I AM at the beginning of the first volume, and the most complicated of the
three. Each chapter may not in itself seem difficult to the reader; but the
complication is the insidious result of the large number of aims I have in mind,
the painful uncovering of unusual themes which must all be incorporated into
a coherent history, in short the difficult assembling of a number of parabistoric
languages - demography, food, costume, lodging, technology, money, towns -
which are usually kept separate from each other and which develop in the margin
of traditional history. So why try to bring them together?

Essentially, in order to define the context in which pre-industrial economies
operated, and to grasp it in all its richness. Can it not be said that there is a
limit, a ceiling which restricts all human life, containing it within a frontier of
varying outline, one which is hard to reach and harder still to cross? This is the
border which in every age, even our own, separates the possible from the
impossible, what can be done with a little effort from what cannot be done at
all. In the past, the borderline was imposed by inadequate food supplies, a
population that was too big or too small for its resources, low productivity of
labour, and the as yet slow progress in controlling nature. Between the fifteenth
and the eighteenth century, these constraints hardly changed at all. And men did
not even explore the limits of what was possible.

It is worth insisting on this slow progress, this inertia. Overland transport,
for example, very early possessed the elements which could have led to its being
perfected. And indeed here and there, one finds faster speeds being reached
because modern roads were built, or because vehicles carrying goods and pas-
sengers were improved, or new staging-posts established. But progress of this
kind only became widespread by about 1830, that is just before the railway
revolution. It was only then that overland transport by road became common-
place, regular, well-developed and finally available to the majority; so it was
only then that the limits of the possible were actually reached. And this is not
the only area in which backwardness persisted. In the end, the only real change,
innovation and revolution along the borderline between possible and impossible
came with the nineteenth century and the changed face of the world.

This gives the present book a certain unity: it is a long journey backwards
from the facilities and habits of present-day life. Indeed it is a journey to another
planet, another human universe. It is quite easy to imagine being transported to,
say, Voltaire’s house at Ferney, and talking to him for a long time without being
too surprised. In the world of ideas, the men of the eighteenth century are our
contemporaries: their habits of mind and their feelings are sufficiently close to
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ours for us not to feel we are in a foreign country. But if the patriarch of Ferney
invited us to stay with him for a few days, the details of his everyday life, even,
the way he looked after himself, would greatly shock us. Between his world and
ours, a great gulf would open up: lighting at night, heating, transport, food,
illness, medicine. So we have to strip ourselves in imagination of all the sur-
roundings of our own lives if we are to swim against the current of time and
look for the rules which for so long locked the world into a stability which is
quite hard to explain if one thinks of the fantastic change which was to follow.

In drawing up this inventory of the possible, we shall often meet what I
called in the introduction ‘material civilization’. For the possible does not only
have an upper limit; it also has a lower limit set by the mass of that ‘other half’
of production which refuses to enter fully into the movement of exchange. Ever-
present, all-pervasive, repetitive, material life is run according to routine: people
go on sowing wheat as they always have done, planting maize as they always
have done, terracing the paddy-fields as they always have done, sailing in the
Red Sea as they always have done. The obstinate presence of the past greedily
and steadily swallows up the fragile lifetime of men. And this layer of stagnant
history is enormous: all rural life, that is 8o to 90% of the world’s population,
belongs to it for the most part. It would of course be very difficult to say where
this leaves off and the sophisticated and agile market economy begins. There is
certainly no clear demarcation line as between oil and water. It is not always
possible to make a firm decision that a given actor, agent or action is on one side
of the barrier or the other. And material civilization has to be portrayed, as I
intend to portray it, alongside that economic civilization, if 1 may so call it,
which co-exists with it, disturbs it and explains it a contrario. But that the
barrier exists, and that there are enormous consequences, cannot be questioned.

This double register (economic and material) is in fact the product of a
multisecular process of evolution. Material life, between the fifteenth and the
eighteenth centuries, is the prolongation of an ancient society and economy,
which are very slowly, imperceptibly being transformed; gradually and with all
the success and failures such an enterprise entails, they are erecting above them
a higher form of society, the full weight of which they are obliged to bear. Since
the process began, there has been coexistence of the upper and lower levels, with
endless variation in their respective volumes. In seventeenth-century Europe for
instance, material life, the alternative economy, must have been swollen by the
recession in the economy. It is certainly doing so in front of our own eyes, since
the recession that began in 1973-4. So the boundary between the upper and
lower storey is by nature uncertain: now one is ahead, now the other. I have
known villages which were still living at the pace of the seventeenth or eighteenth
century in 1929. Falling behind in this way may be deliberate or unintentional.
The market economy was not strong enough before the eighteenth century to
seize and mould according to its rules the great mass of the infra-economy,
which was often protected by distance and isolation. Nowadays on the other
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hand, if there is a substantial sector outside the ‘economy’ or outside the market,
it is more likely to reflect a refusal from below, than negligence or inadequacy
of the exchange system organized by the State or society. The result, however,
is bound to be analogous in more ways than one.

In any case, the co-existence of the upper and lower levels forces upon the
historian an illuminating dialectic. How can one understand the towns without
understanding the countryside, money without barter, the varieties of poverty
without the varieties of luxury, the white bread of the rich without the black
bread of the poor?

It remains for me to justify one last choice: that of introducing everyday life,
no more no less, into the domain of history. Was this useful? Or necessary?
Everyday life consists of the little things one hardly notices in time and space.
The more we reduce the focus of vision, the more likely we are to find ourselves
in the environment of material life: the broad sweep usually corresponds to
History with a capital letter, to distant trade routes, and the networks of national
or urban economies. If we reduce the length of the time observed, we either have
the event or the everyday happening. The event is, or is taken to be, unique; the
everyday happening is repeated, and the more often it is repeated the more likely
it is to become a generality or rather a structure. It pervades society at all levels,
and characterises ways of being and behaving which are perpetuated through
endless ages. Sometimes a few anecdotes are enough to set up a signal which
points to a way of life. There is a drawing which shows Maximilian of Austria
at table, in about 1513: he is putting his hand into a dish. Two centuries or so
later, the Princess Palatine tells how Louis x1v, when he allowed his children to
sit up to table for the first time, forbade them to eat differently from him, and
in particular to eat with a fork as an over-zealous tutor had taught them. So
when did Europe invent table manners? I have seen a Japanese costume of the
fifteenth century; and found it very like one of the eighteenth; and a Spanish
traveller once described his conversation with a Japanese diplomat who was
astonished and even shocked to see Europeans appear in such very different
clothing at intervals of only a few years. Is the passion for fashion a peculiarly
European thing? Is it insignificant? Through little details, travellers’ notes, a
society stands revealed. The ways people eat, dress, or lodge, at the different
levels of that society, are never a matter of indifference. And these snapshots can
also point out contrasts and disparities between one society and another which
are not all superficial. It is fascinating, and | do not think pointless to try and
reassemble these imageries.

So I have ventured in several directions: the possible and the impossible, the
ground floor and the first storey: the images of daily life. This complicated the

design of the book in advance. There are simply too many things to say. How
shall I begin?*

* Notes to the text are all at the end of the volume.
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Weight of Numbers

MATERIAL LIFE is made up of people and things. The study of things, of every-
thing mankind makes or uses - food, housing, clothing, luxury, tools, coinage
or its substitutes, framework of village and town - is not the only way of
analysing daily life. The number of people who share the wealth of the world is
also significant. The outward feature that immediately differentiates the present
world from mankind before 1800 is the recent astonishing increase in the num-
bers of people. World population doubled during the four centuries covered by
this book; nowadays it doubles every thirty or forty years. This is obviously the
result of material progress. But the number of people is itself as much cause as
consequence of this progress.

In any case number is a first-class pointer. It provides an index of success
and failure. In itself it outlines a differential geography of the globe, with
continents that are barely populated on the one hand and regions already
overpopulated on the other, civilizations face to face with forms of life still
primitive. It indicates the decisive relationships between the diverse human
masses. Curiously enough, this differential geography is often what has changed
least over the centuries.

What has changed entirely is the rhythm of the population increase. At
present it registers a continuous rise, more or less rapid according to society and
economy but always continuous. Previously it rose and then fell like a series of
tides. This alternate demographic ebb and flow characterised life in former
times, which was a succession of downward and upward movements, the first
almost but not completely cancelling out the second. These basic facts make
almost everything else seem secondary. Clearly, our starting point must be the
people of the world. Only afterwards can we talk about things.

Guessing the world population

The difficulty is that if world population even today is only known within a
10% margin of error, our information concerning earlier populations is still
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Warsaw in 1795. Soup being distributed to the poor near the column of King Sigismund 1.
(Photo Alexandra Skarzynska.)

more incomplete. Yet everything, both in the short and long term, and at the
level of local events as well as on the grand scale of world affairs, is bound up
with the numbers and fluctuations of the mass of people.

Ebb and flow

Between the fifteenth and the eighteenth century, if the population went up or
down, everything else changed as well. When the number of people increased,
production and trade also increased. Wasteland and woodland, swamp and hill
came under cultivation; manufactures spread, villages and towns expanded, the
number of men on the move multiplied; and there were many other positive
reactions to the challenge set by the pressure of population-increase. Of course,
wars and disputes, privateering and brigandage grew proportionately; armies or
armed bands also flourished; societies created nouveaux riches or new privileged
classes on an unusually large scale; states prospered - both an evil and a blessing;
the frontier of possibility was more easily reached than in ordinary circum-
stances. These were the usual symptoms. But demographic growth is not an
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unmitigated blessing. It is sometimes beneficial and sometimes the reverse. When
a population increases, its relationship to the space it occupies and the wealth
at its disposal is altered. It crosses “critical thresholds’® and at each one its entire
structure is questioned afresh. The matter is never simple and unequivocal. A
growing increase in the number of people often ends, and always ended in the
past, by exceeding the capacity of the society concerned to feed them. This fact,
commonplace before the eighteenth century and still true today in some back-
ward countries, sets an insuperable limit to further improvement in conditions.
For when they are extreme, demographic increases lead to a deterioration in the
standard of living; they enlarge the always horrifying total of the underfed, poor
and uprooted. A balance between mouths to be fed and the difficulties of feeding
them, between manpower and jobs, is re-established by epidemics and famines
(the second preceding or accompanying the first). These extremely crude ad-
justments were the predominant feature of the centuries of the ancien régime.

Looking more closely at Western Europe, one finds that there was a pro-
longed population rise between 1100 and 1350, another between 1450 and 1650,
and a third after 1750; the last alone was not followed by a regression. Here we
have three broad and comparable periods of biological expansion. The first two,
which both fall within the period that interests us, were followed by recessions,
one extremely sharp, between 1350 and 1450, the next rather less so, between
1650 and 1750 (better described as a slowdown than as a recession). Nowadays,
any population growth in backward countries brings a fall in the standard of
living, but fortunately not such a tragic drop in numbers (at least not since 1945).

Every recession solves a certain number of problems, removes pressures and
benefits the survivors. It is pretty drastic, but none the less a remedy. Inherited
property became concentrated in a few hands immediately after the Black Death
in the middle of the fourteenth century and the epidemics which followed and
aggravated its effects. Only good land continued to be cultivated (less work for
greater yield). The standard of living and real earnings of the survivors rose.
Thus in Languedoc between 1350 and 1450, the peasant and his patriarchal
family were masters of an abandoned countryside. Trees and wild animals
overran fields that once had flourished.? But soon the population again increased
and had to win back the land taken over by animals and wild plants, clear the
stones from the fields and pull up trees and shrubs. Man’s increase itself became
a burden and again brought about his poverty. From 1560 or 1580 onwards in
France, Spain, Italy and probably the whole Western world, population again
became too dense.®> The monotonous story begins afresh and the process goes
into reverse. Man only prospered for short intervals and did not realize it until
it was already too late.

But these long fluctuations can also be found outside Europe. At approxi-
mately the same times, China and India probably advanced and regressed in the
same rhythm as the West, as though all humanity were in the grip of a primordial
cosmic destiny that would make the rest of man’s history seem, in comparison,
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of secondary importance. Ernst Wagemann, the economist and demographer,
held this view. The synchronism is evident in the eighteenth century and more
than probable in the sixteenth. It can be assumed that it also applied to the
thirteenth and stretched from the France of St Louis to the remote China of
the Mongols. If so, this would both shift and simplify the problem. The
development of the population, Wagemann concluded, should be attributed to
causes very different from those that led to economic, technical and medical
progress.*

In any case, fluctuations like this, occurring more or less simultaneously from
one end of the inhabited world to the other, make it easier to envisage the
existence of numerical relationships between the different human masses which
have remained relatively fixed over the centuries: one is equal to another, or
double a third. When one is known, the other can be worked out; eventually,
therefore, the total for the whole body of people can be assessed, though with
all the errors inherent in such an estimate. The interest of this global figure is
evident. However inaccurate and inevitably inexact, it helps to determine the
biological evolution of humanity considered as a single entity, a single stock as
statisticians would say.

The lack of statistics

Nobody knows the total population of the world between the fifteenth and
eighteenth centuries. Statisticians working from the conflicting, sparse and un-
certain figures offered by historians cannot agree. It would seem at first glance
as if nothing could be constructed on such doubtful foundations. It is none the
less worth trying.

The figures are few and not very reliable. They apply only to Europe and, as
a consequence of some admirable research, to China. In these two cases, we have
censuses and estimates that are almost valid. The ground may not be very solid,
but it is reasonably safe to venture on to it.

What about the rest of the world? There is nothing, or almost nothing, on
India, which is not greatly concerned either with its history in general or with
the statistics that might shed light on it. There is nothing in fact on non-Chinese
Asia, outside Japan. There is nothing on Oceania, only skimmed by European
travellers in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries: Tasman reached New
Zealand in May 1642 and Tasmania, the island to which he gave his name, in
December of the same year; Cook reached Australia a century later, in 1769 and
1783; and Bougainville arrived at Tahiti, the New Cythera (which, by the way,
he did not discover) in April 1768. In any case, is there really any need to discuss
these thinly inhabited areas? Statisticians estimate two million for the whole of
Oceania, whatever the period under consideration. Nor is there anything definite
on Black Africa, south of the Sahara, except conflicting figures on the extent of
the slave trade from the sixteenth century onwards - and it would be difficult to



The Plague of the Philistines by Nicolas Poussin. Until modern times, epidemics and famines
regularly reduced any population increase. (Photo Giraudon.)

deduce all the rest from these, even if they were reliable. Lastly, there is nothing
certain relating to America, or rather there are two sets of contradictory calcu-
lations.

Angel Rosenblat favours regressive estimation.® He starts from present-day
figures and calculates backwards. For the whole of the Americas just after the
Congquest, this approach produces a very low figure: between ten and fifteen
million people. And this would have dropped still further to eight million in the
seventeenth century, not increasing again until the beginning of the eighteenth
century, and then only slowly. However, American historians at the University
of California (Cook, Simpson, Borah - somewhat misleadingly known as ‘The
Berkeley School’)¢ have made a series of calculations and extrapolations based
on partial contemporary figures known for some regions of Mexico immediately
after the European Conquest. The resulting totals are very inflated: eleven
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million in 1519, according to the estimate put forward in 1948. In 1960, the
addition of new documents or reappraisal of the old led its proponents to revise
this already huge figure to 25 million inhabitants for Mexico alone. After that
the population is reckoned to have decreased rapidly: 1532, 16,800,000; 1548,
6,300,000; 1568, 2,650,000; 1580, 1,900,000; 1§95, 1,375,000; 160§, 1,000,000. A
slow revival began after 1650 and became clearly defined after 1700.

These huge figures might tempt us to assume a total of some 8o to 100 million
people for the whole of America in about 1500. No one is prepared to accept
this blindly, despite the evidence of archaeologists and of so many of the
chroniclers of the Conquest, including Father Bartolomeé de Las Casas. What is
quite certain is that the European Conquest brought a colossal biological slump
to America, perhaps not in the ratio of ten to one but certainly enormous and
quite incommensurate with the Black Death and its concomitant catastrophes
in Europe in the disastrous fourteenth century. This was partly due to the
hardships of a ruthless war and to the unparalleled burden of colonial labour.
But the Indian population at the end of the fifteenth century suffered from a
demographic weakness, particularly because of the absence of any substitute
animal milk. Mothers had to nurse their children until they were three or four
years old. This long period of breast-feeding severely reduced female fertility
and made any demographic revival precarious.” Furthermore the Amerindian
population, already barely holding its own, was overtaken by a series of terrible
bacterial attacks similar to those dramatically spread by white men in the Pacific
in the eighteenth and especially the nineteenth century.



An idealized image of the Conquest of the New World: the inhabitants of Florida greeting the
French explorer R. de Londonniére in 1564. Engraving by Théodore de Bry after the painting by
J. Lemoyne de Morgues. (Photo Bulloz.)

Disease - that is the viruses, bacteria and parasites imported from Europe or
Africa - spread more rapidly than did the animals, plants and men that crossed
the Atlantic. The Amerindian populations, who were adapted only to their own
endemic microbes, were helpless in the face of these new perils. The Europeans
had hardly set foot in the New World before smallpox broke out in Santo
Domingo in 1493; it appeared in 1519 in besieged Mexico City, even before
Cortez reached it, and in Peru in the 1530s, before the arrival of the Spanish
soldiers. It spread to Brazil in 1560 and to Canada in 1635.® This disease, against
which Europe had become partially immunised, made deep inroads into the
native population. The same was true of measles, influenza, dysentery, leprosy,
plague (the first rats are said to have reached America in 1544-6), venereal
diseases (a large subject which will be dealt with later), typhoid and elephantiasis.
All these diseases, whether carried by whites or blacks, took on a new virulence.
There are of course still doubts about the exact nature of some diseases, but the
virulent nature of the bacteriological invasion cannot be questioned: the Mexican
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population collapsed under the impact of several colossal epidemics - smallpox
in 1521; and a form of ‘plague’ (perhaps typhus or influenza) in 1546, which
made a second, devastating appearance in 1576-7, when it caused two million
deaths.” Some of the West Indian islands were entirely depopulated. We must
make a conscious effort to stop thinking of yellow fever as native to tropical
America. It probably came from Africa. In any case, it appeared quite late on:
in 1648 in Cuba, in 1685 in Brazil. From there it spread throughout the entire
tropical zone of the New World. In the nineteenth century, it reached from
Buenos Aires to the East Coast of North America and was even carried to the
ports of Mediterranean Europe.! It is impossible to think of Rio de Janeiro in
the nineteenth century without being haunted by this mortal spectre. A detail
worth noting: whereas the large-scale epidemics had previously decimated the
indigenous population, this time it was the newly arrived whites who were most
vulnerable to a disease which had become endemic. In Porto Belo, in 1780, the
crews of the galleons succumbed to the sickness and the great ships had to winter
in the port.!* So the New World suffered a series of terrible scourges. They were
to reappear when the Europeans settled in the Pacific islands, another biologically
separate world. Malaria, for example, arrived late in Indonesia and in Oceania;
it took Batavia by surprise and destroyed it in 1732.12

The cautious calculations of Rosenblat and the romantic inventiveness of
the Berkeley historians can thus be reconciled. Both sets of figures may be true
or probable, depending on whether they refer to the period before or after the
Conquest. We will therefore disregard the opinions of Woytinski and Embree.
The latter once asserted that ‘there were never more than ten million people
between Alaska and Cape Horn at any time before Columbus’.** Today this is
doubtful.

How to calculate?

The example of America shows how simple (even over-simple) methods can be
applied to certain relatively reliable figures to arrive at others. Historians,
accustomed to accept only things proved by irrefutable documentation, quite
justifiably find these uncertain methods disturbing. Statisticians share neither
their misgivings nor their timidity. ‘We may be criticized for not dealing in
minutiae,” says a sociological statistician, Paul A. Ladame; ‘we would reply that
details are not important: the order of magnitude alone is interesting.’** The
order of magnitude: that is the probable upper and lower limits.

In this debate where both sides are right (or both wrong) we will take a look
at the position from the calculators’ point of view. Their method always assumes
that there are ratios between the various populations of the globe which if not
fixed are at least very slow to change. This was the opinion of Maurice Halb-
wachs.? In other words the population of the world has almost unvarying
structures so that the numerical relationships between the different human
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groups are, roughly speaking, always the same. The Berkeley School deduced a
total for the whole of America from partial Mexican statistics. Similarly, Karl
Lamprecht and later Karl Julius Beloch calculated figures valid for Germania
from approximate statistics for the population of the Treves region in about
800.1* The problem is always the same: starting from known figures and
reckoning on a basis of probable proportions, to calculate probable, more com-
prehensive figures that will determine an order of magnitude. The range thus
deduced will obviously never be entirely valueless as long as its limitations are
recognized. Real figures would be better, but they do not exist.

The equivalence of Europe and China

For Europe, we can draw on the figures, calculations and arguments of several
writers: K. Julius Beloch (1854-1929), the great forerunner of historical demog-
raphy; Paul Mombert; J.C. Russell; and the latest edition of Marcel Reinhardt’s
book.'” These figures are likely to agree, since each writer has scrupulously used
those of his fellows. I have selected - or rather invented - the highest population
levels, in order to extend Europe as far as the Urals, thus incorporating the
‘uncharted’ countries of Eastern Europe. The figures proposed for the Balkan
peninsula, Poland, Muscovy and the Scandinavian countries are very dubious
and scarcely more probable than those that statisticians suggest for Oceania or
Africa. I think, however, that the extension is essential: it gives Europe the same
area for any period that may be considered and achieves a better balance between
an enlarged Europe on one hand and China on the other. This balance is
confirmed as soon as reasonable - though not absolutely reliable - statistics
appear in the nineteenth century.

Millions of inhabitants
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The statistics for China are based on official censuses, but are not on that
account, of course, unquestionably valid. They are derived from fiscal sources,
which means they are very likely to involve fraud and deception. A.P. Usher!®
was right to think that the figures were, on the whole, too low; accordingly he
increased them, with all the uncertainty an operation of this type involves. The
latest historian'® to venture into this field of hypothetical calculations has done
the same thing. The original figures reveal flagrant impossibilities, increases and
decreases abnormally large even for the Chinese. They probably often measure
thelevel of ‘order and authority in the Empire as much as the level of population’.
Thus the overall figure fell by seven million in 1647 as compared with the
preceding year, at the time of the vast Won San-Kwei peasant revolt. The
absentees were not dead; they were avoiding central authority. When such rebels
come to heel, the statistics register a sharp increase far exceeding even the
maximum possible natural increase of the population.

In addition, the censuses were not always made on the same basis. Before
1735 they only counted the jen-ting, tax-payers, men aged between sixteen and
sixty. Their number therefore has to be multiplied, assuming that they repre-
sented 28% of the total population. After 1741 on the other hand, the census
counted the actual number of persons and gave the population as 143 million,
while calculations based on the number of jen-ting produce a figure of 97 million
for 1734. The two totals can be correlated, since calculation allows plenty of
scope for juggling, but the exercise will satisfy no one.?* However, specialists
agree that these figures do have some value over the long term, and the oldest
statistics - relating to the China of the Mings (1368-1644) - are by no means the
most questionable.

We can thus see the sort of material we shall have to work with. These
figures, represented on a graph, only establish an approximate balance between
Europe (extended to the Urals) and China (limited to the main territory of its
provinces). And today the balance inclines more and more in China’s favour,
because of its higher birth rate. But approximate as it is, this broad equivalence
between Europe and China is probably one of the most visible structures in
world history over the last five or six centuries. It offers a starting point for our
approximate calculations of world population.

World population

According to the first valid statistics, which became available in the nineteenth
century (the first real census - for England - was in 1801), China and Europe
each represented roughly a quarter of all mankind. Obviously the validity of
-applying this proportion to the past is not automatically guaranteed. Europe and
China, both then and now, are the most highly populated regions of the world.
Since their rates of increase were higher than elsewhere, it might perhaps be
appropriate to use a ratio of one to five for the period before the eighteenth
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century rather than of one to four, for either continent, in relation to the rest of
the world. The precaution is just another indication of our uncertainty.

We will therefore apply the coefficients of four or five to the two curves for
China and Europe to obtain four probable curves of world population, corres-
ponding respectively to four (or five) Europes, or four (or five) Chinas. We shall
have a complex curve which marks out a wide zone of possibilities (and errors)
between the lowest and the highest figures on this graph. The line giving the
development of the population of the world from the fourteenth to the eighteenth
century would lie between these limits. :

These calculations suggest that the world population increased, over the long
term, between 1300 and 1800 (disregarding, that is, the violent but short-term
regressions already mentioned). If we select the lowest estimate (250 million) for
our starting point, 1300-50, and the highest (1380 million in 1780) for our point
of arrival, a rise of over 400% would be registered (which may be a little hard
to believe). When we fix the starting point at its maximum, 350, and the finishing
point as 836 (the lowest figure given by Wilcox)?' we would still have an increase
of 138%. Taken over a period of half a millennium, it would correspond to a
regular average growth (the regularity is obviously purely theoretical) of the
order of 173 per 1000, a movement that would have been barely perceptible
over the years if it had been constant. None the less, the population of the world
probably doubled during this immense period of time. Neither economic crises,
disasters nor massive mortality prevented the upward movement. This is indub-
itably the basic fact in world history from the fifteenth to the eighteenth century
- and not merely in relation to the standard of living: everything had to adapt
to the pressure of the whole.

Western historians will hardly find this surprising. They are aware of the
numerous indirect signs (occupation of new territory, emigration, clearing of
new land, agricultural improvements, urbanization) that corroborate the stat-
istical data. On the other hand the conclusions and explanations they have
deduced from them remain debatable. They thought the phenomenon’was
limited to Europe, but it is a fact - and the most important and disturbing fact
that we will record in this book - that man surmounted the manifold obstacles
to his numerical advance in all the lands he occupied. If this population-growth
is not solely European but world-wide, several theories and explanations will
have to be revised.

But before going that far, we must re-examine certain calculations.

Questionable figures

We have adopted the statisticians’ method and have used the best-known figures
- in this case, those for Europe and China - to estimate world population.
Statisticians can hardly object to such a procedure; however, they themselves
have tackled the same problem in a different way. They split up the operation
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World population in millions from 1650 to 1950

1650 1750 1800 1850 1900 1950
Oceania 2 2 2 2 6 13*
Africa 100 100 100 100 120 199**
. 257% 437" ‘ 6561’r 857'“". 1 2727
Asia 330" 479" 602** 749" 937"
zso:&-::-:s 4o6=1'$1‘ﬁ- 522::-:}:1— 67I=:->Hf 859#:',:‘:
8” Ir* 59 144 338"
America 13%% 12,4%% 24,6™* 59 144
IBH-# 12,4:‘e:s::» 24,6’”” 59 144
Europe (European 103* 144% 2747 594%
Russia 100™* 140%% 187%% 266%*
included) 100%%% 1407 187%%% 2667
1 470 694 I 091 1 550 2 416
Totals 2 545 733.4 915.6 I 176 I 608
3 465 660.4 835.6 I 098 I 530

Sources: * United Nations Bulletin, December 1951. ** Carr Saunders.
Figures without an asterisk are common to the three sources.
Carr Saunders’ figures for Africa are given to the nearest 100.

and calculated the population of each of the five ‘parts’ of the world in turn
(with a curious respect for ‘the five continents’ of the schoolbooks!) But what
kind of result does this give?

It will be remembered that they attributed two million inhabitants to Oceania
during the whole period. This is of little consequence, since the tiny figure is
immediately absorbed in our margin of error. But their figure of 100 million for
Africa over the whole period is worth questioning. This constant level of the
population of Africa seems to us improbable, and the estimate made on this
basis has obvious repercussions on the estimate for the whole.

We have summarized the experts’ estimates in a table. Note that all
their calculations begin late - in 1650 - and that they are all on the high side,
even the recent research by United Nations services. On the whole I think these
estimates are too high, at least in so far as they concern first Africa and then
Asia.

It is rash at the starting point in 1650 to attribute the same figure (1oo million)
both to Europe, which was then dynamic, and to Africa, which was then
backward (with the possible exception of its Mediterranean coast). It is no more
reasonable to give Asia in 1650 both the lowest figure in the tables (250 or 257
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million) and the very high figure of 330 rather hastily accepted by Carr Saunders.

Africa certainly had a hardy population in the middle of the seventeenth
century. It withstood the increasing drain caused from the middle of the sixteenth
century by the slave trade to America, while the earlier drain towards Islamic
countries did not cease until the twentieth century. It can only have done so by
virtue of some sort of biological strength. Its resistance to European penetration
provides a further proof of health. The Black continent, unlike Brazil, did not
open up to the Portuguese in the sixteenth century without defending itself.
Travellers’ tales afford glimpses of fairly close-knit peasant communities living
in pleasant harmonious villages, later spoiled by the nineteenth-century Euro-
pean advance.*

The European might, however, have persisted in his attempts to seize lands
in Black Africa if he had not been halted at the coasts by disease, the white man’s
burden. Intermittent or continuous fevers, ‘dysentery, phthisis and dropsy’, as
well as numerous parasites, all took a very heavy toll** of Europeans. They were
as great an obstacle to advance as the bravery of the warlike tribes. Furthermore
the rivers were broken by rapids and bars: who would sail up the wild waters of
the Congo? Again, the American adventure and trade with the Far East were
mobilizing all available energy in Europe, whose interests in any case lay else-
where. The Black continent supplied of its own accord gold dust, ivory and men,
and cheaply too. Why ask more of it? As for the slave trade, it did not represent
the vast numbers of people we too readily assume. It was limited in extent even
towards America, if only by the capacity of the transport ships. By way of
comparison, total Irish immigration between 1769 and 1774 only amounted to
44,000, or fewer than 8000 a year.?* Likewise one or two thousand Spaniards on
average left Seville for America annually in the sixteenth century.?’ But, even if
we assume that the slave trade represented the completely unthinkable figure of
50,000 a year (it would in fact only have reached this level - if at all - in the
nineteenth century, as the trade came to an end), such a total would only accord
with an African population of 25 million at the most. In fact the population of
1oo million attributed to Africa has no reliable basis. It probably relates to the
first very dubious overall estimate suggested by Gregory King in 1696 (95
million). Thereafter, everybody has been content to repeat his figure. But where
did he get it from himself?

However, some population estimates are available. For example ]J.C. Rus-
sell** estimates the population of North Africa in the sixteenth century at
3,500,000 (I had personally estimated it at about two million, but without any
very sound arguments). There is still no data on sixteenth-century Egypt. Is two
or three million a reasonable figure, given that the first solid estimates in 1798
refer to 2,400,000 inhabitants for Egypt, and that the present-day populations of
Egypt and North Africa are roughly equivalent, each representing about a tenth
of the entire African population? If we accept that the same proportions obtained
in the sixteenth century, then the population of Africa might have been anywhere
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between 24 and 35 million, depending on which of the three figures mentioned
above we adopt. The last refers to the end of the eighteenth century, the other
two to the sixteenth. The suggested figure of roo million is very far from these
estimates. It is impossible to prove anything of course; but while I would be
hesitant to fix any figure myself, I am fairly confident that we can dismiss the
suggestion of 1oo million.

The figures for Asia are also excessive, but it is not such a serious matter in
this case. Carr Saunders?” thinks that Wilcox’s figure of 70 million for the
population of China in about 1650 - six years after the Manchus had taken
Peking - is wrong. He boldly proceeds to double it (r50 million). Everything
relating to this period of change in Chinese history is open to question (for
example, the jen-ting could simply be, like the Western housebolds, ordinary
fiscal units). Wilcox, for his part, based his calculations on the Tung Hua Lou
(translated by Cheng Hen Chen). Even if we assume that his figure is too low,
we still need to take into account the terrible havoc wrought by the Manchu
invasion. A.P. Usher calculated a figure of 75 millionfor 1575 and o1 for 1661.%
The official figure for 1680 is 61; the estimated figure given by one author is 98,
by another 120. But these are for 1680, when the Manchu régime had finally
been established. A traveller in about 1639 spoke of some 6o million inhabitants
and he was reckoning 1o people to a household, an unusually high coefficient
even for China.

The extraordinary demographic increase in China did not begin until 1680,
or more accurately until the reoccupation of Formosa in 1683. China was at first
protected by the wide continental expansion that took her people to Siberia,
Mongolia, Turkestan and Tibet. She was then obliged to engage in extremely
intensive colonization within her own boundaries. All the low-lying lands
and hills that could be irrigated were developed, followed by the mountainous
areas where forest-clearing pioneers multiplied. New crops introduced by the
Portuguese in the sixteenth century spread visibly at this period - ground nuts for
example, sweet potatoes and, above all, maize, before the arrival from Europe
of ordinary potatoes (which did not become significant in China - until the
nineteenth century). This colonization went relatively unchecked until about
1740. After that the portion of land reserved to each individual gradually dim-
inished as the population indubitably increased more rapidly than cultivable
space.??

These deep-seated changes help us to pinpoint a Chinese ‘agricultural revo-
lution’ intensified by a powerful and overlapping demographic revolution. Prob-
able figures are as follows: 1680, 120 million; 1700, 130; 1720, 144; 1740, 165;
1750, 186; 1760, 214; 1770, 246; 1790, 300; 1850, 430.2° When in 1793 George
Staunton, secretary to the English ambassador, asked the Chinese what the
population of the Empire was, they answered proudly, if not truthfully: 353
million.*

But to return to the population of Asia, it is usually estimated at two to three
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times that of China. Two rather than three, because India does not really seem
to be equal to the Chinese mass. An estimate (30 million) of the population of
the Deccan in 1522, based on dubious documents, would give a figure of 100
million inhabitants for the whole of India.3? This is higher than the contemporary
official Chinese figure - but nobody is obliged to accept it. Moreover, in the
course of the century, India suffered from famines which ravaged the northern
provinces.*® But recent studies by Indian historians have described the prosperity
and the substantial demographic expansion of India in the seventeenth century.3*
However, an unpublished French estimate in 1797,3* put the population of India
at only 155 million, while China was already officially claiming 275 million in
1780. Kingsley Davis’ statistical deductions do not back up this lower level for
India.*¢ But we cannot accept his figures blindly.

In any case, if we assume that Asia was demographically equal to two or
three times China, its figures for 1680 would be 240 or 360 million; 600 or 9co
in 1790. We must repeat that we prefer the lower figures, especially for the
period around the middle of the seventeenth century. The total for the population
of the world in about 1680 would be obtained by adding up the following: Africa
35 or so million; Asia 240 or 360; Europe 100; America 1o and Oceania 2. This
gives us the same order of magnitude as our first calculation, with the same
margin of doubt.

The relationship between the centuries

Spatial calculations, continent by continent, need not exclude the more difficult
calculations on the time axis, century by century. Paul Mombert®*” provided the
first model for this, relating to Europe in the period 1650-1850. He based his
work on two principles: first, that the most recent figures are the least uncertain;
second, that when working backwards from the most recent to the most ancient
levels, plausible rates of increase between them must be assumed. This means
accepting a figure of 266 million for Europe in 1850 and deducing (on the basis
of a rise that is obviously not as steep as W.F. Wilcox assumes) the figure of 211
for 1800, 173 for 1750, and 136 and 100 for 1650 and 1600 respectively. The
putative figure for the eighteenth century is higher than the usual estimates; part
of the gains usually conceded to the nineteenth century have been given to the
eighteenth. (I obviously cite these figures with due reservation.)

This method posits reasonable annual rates of growth, which are roughly
corroborated by some partial investigations: from 1600 to 1650, 6'2 per 1,000;
from 1650 to 1750, 2°4; from 1750 to 1800, 4; from 1800 to 1850, 4'6. We come
back to K. Julius Beloch’s figures for 1600 (nearly 100 million inhabitants for all
Europe). But we have no valid index to follow the process further back from
1600 to 1300, an eventful period which saw a substantial recession between 1350
and 1450, followed by a sharp rise between 1450 and 1650.
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We can probably, at our own risk, revert to Paul Mombert’s ready solution.
The least unreliable figure for 1600 is 100 million Europeans. This marked the
peak of a long rise with three possible gradients: one of 6-2 per 1000, as indicated
by the increase between 160c and 1650; another of 2°4 per 1000 from 1650 to
1750; and the last of 4 per 1000 from 1750 to 1800. Logically we should assume
a rate of increase at least equal to the last-mentioned, in order to take account
of the intensity, suggested though not proved, of the rise in population between
1450 and 1600. This would produce a figure of approximately 55 million in-
habitants for Europe in 1450. Now, if we concur with all other historians in
thinking that the Black Death and its consequences robbed the continent of at
least a fifth of its manpower, the figure for 1300-50 would be 69 million. I do
not consider this figure improbable. The early devastation and poverty of Eastern
Europe and the astonishing number of villages that disappeared throughout
Europe during the 1350-1450 crisis all point to the possibility of this high level,
in the region of Julius Beloch’s reasonable estimate (66 million).

Some historians regard the sharp revival in an extended sixteenth century
(1451-1650) as a ‘recovery’ after earlier recessions.*® Our figures, if they are
accurate, would represent a compensation and then a further addition. All this
is obviously very debatable.

The old inadequate explanations

The question at issue mentioned at the beginning of the discussion remains: the
general rise in world population. The old account must in any case be revised in
the light of the demographic increase in China, which was as marked and as
undeniable as in Europe. Historians may not like this: they have persisted in
explaining Western demographic movements by the fall in urban mortality
(which in any case remained very high),* the advance in hygiene and medicine,
the decline in smallpox, improvements in the supply of drinking water, the
decisive fall in infant mortality, plus a general fall in the mortality rate and a
younger average age of marriage.

These factors are all very important in their own right. But they need to be
corroborated by similar or equivalent explanations for countries outside Western
Europe. In China, however, where marriages had always been ‘early and fertile’,
one cannot point to any fall in the average age at marriage or leap in the birth
rate. As for the hygienic condition of the towns, the huge city of Peking housed
three million people in 1793, according to an English traveller,*® and was prob-
ably smaller in area than London, which had nothing approaching this enormous
figure. The congestion of families in the low-butlt houses is beyond imagining.
Hygiene could make no progress here.

We have the same problem within Europe itself. How can we explain the
rapid rise in the population of Russia (it doubled between 1722 and 1795: from
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14 to 29 million) when doctors and surgeons were in short supply*! and there
was no sanitation in the towns?

Outside Europe, how can we explain the eighteenth-century rise in both the
Anglo-Saxon and the Hispano-Portuguese populations of America, where
neither doctors nor hygiene were particularly in evidence - certainly not in Rio
de Janeiro (capital of Brazil since 1763) which had regular visitations of yellow
fever and where syphilis raged in an endemic state (as in all Hispanic America)
and putrefied its victims ‘down to the bone’?*? In short, therefore, every popu-
lation could have grown in its own individual way. But why did all the increases
occur at approximately the same time?

The space available to man would certainly have increased greatly every-
where - particularly with the general economic revival of the eighteenth century,
although it would have started earlier than that. All the countries in the world
colonized themselves at that time, settling their empty or half-empty land.
Europe benefited from a surplus of living space and of food, thanks to her
overseas territories and also to the European East which, according to the Abbe
de Mably, was emerging from ‘barbarism’. Southern Russia made as much
progress in this direction as for example Hungary, which was covered in forest
and swamps, and where the aggressive frontier of the Turkish empire had for so
long been maintained; from that time on, the frontier was pushed far back
southwards. There is no need to emphasize the increase in space and colonization
in America. But it was also true in India, where colonization of the black earth
lands of the regur in the Bombay region had begun.** It was even more the case
in China, which was engaged in filling up so many spaces and deserts in or near
its own lands. ‘However paradoxical it may seem,’ wrote René Grousset, ‘if the
history of China must be compared with that of any other great human collec-
tivity, the history of Canada or the United States must be selected. In both cases
what was involved essentially, over and above political vicissitudes, was the
conquest of immense virgin country by a race of tillers who found only a poor
semi-nomad population there before them.** This expansion continued - or
rather was resumed - with the eighteenth century.

However, if this resumption of expansion was general and world-wide, it
meant that the number of people had increased. It was more consequence than
cause. Space had, in fact, always been there for the taking, and within easy reach
whenever men wanted or needed it. Even today, in our ‘finite world’ (as Valéry
called it, using a term borrowed from mathematics) of which an economist has
remarked that ‘humanity no longer has a second Mississippi valley or a territory
like Argentina at its disposal’,** we are not short of empty space. The equatorial
forests, the steppes, even the arctic regions and the true deserts where modern
techniques may hold many surprises in store are still there to be exploited.*¢

Basically this is not the question. The real question is: why did these phen-
omena occur at the same time throughout the world when the space had always
been available? The simultaneity is the problem. The international economy,
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effective but still so fragile, cannot assume sole responsibility for such a general ,
and powerful movement. It too is as much consequence as cause.

Climatic rhythms

One can only imagine one single general answer to this almost complete coinci-
dence: changes in climate. Today they are no longer dismissed by academics as
a joke. Recent detailed research by historians and meteorologists shows constant
fluctuations in temperature, pressure systems and rainfall. These variations
affect trees, rivers, glaciers, the level of the seas, and the growth of rice and corn,
olive trees and vines, men and animals.

Now the world between the fifteenth and eighteenth centuries consisted of
one vast peasantry, where between 80% and 90% of people lived from the land
and from nothing else. The rhythm, quality and deficiency of harvests ordered
all material life. Sudden climatic catastrophes are reflected in the growth-rings
of trees - and in the population figures of mankind. And some of these changes
occur everywhere at the same time, although as yet we can only explain them by
short-lived hypotheses (such as the now-abandoned theory of variations in the
speed of the jet-stream). There was a general cooling down of the northern
hemisphere, for example, in the fourteenth century. The glaciers advanced, ice-
floes were more numerous and winters became more severe. The Vikings’ route
to America was cut off by dangerous icebergs: ‘Now the ice has come ... no
one can sail by the old route without risking death’, writes a Norwegian priest
in mid-fourteenth century. This climatic drama appears to have interrupted
Scandinavian colonization in Greenland: the bodies of the last survivors, found
in the frozen earth, are thought to be poignant testimony of this.* ‘

Similarly the ‘little ice age’ (to use Dr Shove’s expression)*® during Louis
XIV’s reign was more of a tyrant than the Sun King. Everything moved to its
rhythm: cereal-growing Europe and the rice fields and steppes of Asia; the olive
groves of Provence and the Scandinavian countries where snow and ice lingered
till late in the year and autumn returned so promptly that the corn no longer
had time to ripen: this was the case in the terrible decade of the 1690s, the coldest
for seven hundred years.** Natural disasters also multiplied in China in the
middle of the seventeenth century - disastrous droughts, plagues of locusts -
and a succession of peasant uprisings occurred in the interior provinces, as in
France under Louis x1i1. All this gives additional meaning to the fluctuations in
material life and may explain their simultaneous appearance. The possibility of
a physical coherence of the world and the generalization of a certain biological
history common to all mankind suggests one way in which the globe could be
said to be unified, long before the voyages of discovery, the industrial revolution
or the interpenetration of economies.

If, as I am inclined to think, the climatic explanation has some truth in it, we
must take care not to over-simplify it. Climate is a very complex system ansi its



The freezing over of rivers, streams and lakes is a valuable indicator of climatic change. In 1814
(as in 1683) the Thames froze over ‘from London Bridge to Blackfriars Brldge and was turned
into a vast fairground. (Photo Snark.)

effect on the lives of plants, animals and people only comes about via very
devious routes that vary according to place, crop and season. In temperate
Western Europe, for example, there is ‘a negative correlation between the
quantity of rainfall from 1o June to 20 July’ and ‘a positive correlation between
the percentage [of sunny days] in the period from 20 March to 10 May and the
number of grains [on an ear] of corn’.’® And if one seeks to argue that serious
consequences resulted from a deterioration of the climate, one has to prove first
that such deterioration occurred in the countries of the temperate zone, the most
densely populated and in the past ‘the most important for Western Europe’s
food supply’.’* That may seem obvious. But the examples of direct influence of
the climate on harvests so far put forward by historians too often relate to
marginal regions or crops, such as corn in Sweden. In the present fragmentary
state of research, it is impossible to generalize. But we should not prejudge too
hastily the answers the future may provide. And we should bear in mind the
congenital frailty of man compared to the colossal forces of nature. Whether it
favours him or not, the calendar is man’s master. Historians of the ancien régime
are quite right to regard it as punctuated by the succession of good, not so good
or bad harvests. These were the regular drumbeats which set in motion enormous
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fluctuations of prices on which so many other things depended. And who could
fail to agree that this insistent background music was in part determined by the
changing history of the climate? We know how vitally important the date of the
monsoon still is today: a mere delay can cause irreparable harm in India. If the
same thing happens two or three years running, it means famine. Here man has
still not been able to free himself from these terrible shackles. But we would also
do well not to forget the damage inflicted by the drought of 1976 in France and
Western Europe, or the abnormal change in wind patterns which caused a
catastrophic drought east of the Rocky Mountains, in the United States in 1964
and 1965.%2

It is amusing to think that the men of former times would not have been put
out by this climatic explanation, implicating as it does the heavens. They found
it all too tempting to explain the course of everything terrestrial, including
individual or collective destinies and disease, by the stars. In 1551 Oronce Fine,
a mathematician and dabbler in the occult, made the following diagnosis in the
name of astrology: ‘If the Sun, Venus and the Moon are in conjunction in the
sign of Gemini (the Twins), writers will earn little for that year and servants will
rebel against their masters and lords. But there will be a great abundance of
wheatontheland and roads will be unsafe because of the abundance of thieves.’s?

A scale of reference

The present (1980) world population is about 4,000,000,000. Comparing this
with the very approximate figures we have suggested for the past shows it to be
five times the population of 1800, twelve times that of 1300.5* These coefficients
of 1 to 5 or 1 to 12, with all the values in between, are not magic numbers that
explain everything - especially since they refer to realities which are not exactly
the same. Mankind today cannot be described as mankind in 1300 or 1350
multiplied by twelve, even from a purely biological point of view, because the
age pyramids are not the same - far from it. However, a comparison of the
overall figures alone can open some perspectives for us.

Towns, armies anid navies

By present-day standards then, the towns the historian discovers in his journeys
back into pre-nineteenth-century times are small; and the armies miniature.
Cologne, at the intersection of two Rhine waterways - one up- and the other
down-stream - and of important overland routes, was the largest town in
Germany in the fifteenth century.’® Yet it numbered only 20,000 inhabitants at
a time when the rural and urban population in Germany was in a ratio of about
ten to one and when a degree of urban congestion was already clearly apparent,
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however small the numbers may seem to us. A group of 20,000 was a significant
concentration of .people, energy, talents, and mouths to feed - much more so,
proportionately speaking, than a community of 100,000 to 200,000 people today.
Just think what the lively and original culture of Cologne must have represented
in the fifteenth century. Similarly we can justifiably say that Istanbul in the
sixteenth century, with at least 400,000 inhabitants (and probably 700,000),%¢
was an.urban monster, comparable in proportion to the largest agglomerations
today. It needed every available flock of sheep from the Balkans to support it;
rice, beans and corn from Egypt; corn and wood from the Black Sea; and oxen,
camels and horses from Asia Minor. It also required every available man from
the Empire to renew its population in addition to the slaves brought back from
Russia after Tartar raids or from the Mediterranean coasts by Turkish fleets.
All these slaves were offered for sale at the market of Besistan, in the heart of the
enormous capital.

The armies of mercenaries who squabbled over Italy at the beginning of the
sixteenth century also seem very small to us - between 10,000 and 20,000 men,
ten to twenty pieces of cannon. These imperial soldiers with their remarkable
leaders (Pescara, the Connétable de Bourbon, de Lannoy, Philibert de Chalon)
who routed the other armies of mercenaries commanded by Francis 1, Bonnivet
or Lautrec, numbered no more than 10,000 old troopers, German Lands-
knechte and Spanish arquebusiers, all of them picked men, but worn out as
rapidly as the Napoleonic army between the striking of the camp at Boulogne
and the Spanish war (1803-8). They took the stage from La Bicoque (1522) to
Lautrec’s defeat at Naples (1528), reaching their zenith at Pavia (1525).7 But
these 10,000 mobile, furious and pitiless soldiers (they were responsible for the
sack of Rome) represented a far greater force than 50,000 or 100,000 men would
do today. Had there been more of them in earlier times there would have been
no means of moving or feeding them, except in a country with infinitely rich
land. The victory of Pavia was the triumph of the arquebusiers and even more
of empty stomachs. Francis I’s army was too well fed and protected from enemy
cannon, between the walls of the town of Pavia which it was besieging and the
ducal park, a game reserve surrounded by walls, where the battle unexpectedly
took place on 24 February 1525.

Similarly, the terrible and decisive battle of Marston Moor (2 July 1644), the
first defeat of the royalist army in the English Civil War, put in the field only a
small number of troops: 15,000 royalists and 27,000 on Parliament’s side. Crom-
well’s army ‘could be accommodated on the Queen Elizabeth or the Queen
Mary’, as Peter Laslett put it in the first edition of his book, concluding that ‘the
tiny scale of life in the pre-industrial world’ is a characteristic feature of ‘the
world we have lost’.®

In the light of this, certain feats, however inconsiderable they may seem by
today’s standards, regain their significance. The Spanish administration’s ability
to move galleys, fleets and tercios across the lands and seas of Europe from its
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PORTA PESCARINA

4 THE BATTLE OF PAVIA

1. Mirabello. 2. Casa de levrieri.
3. Brick walls round park. 4. French retrenchments.’
5. San Antonio bridge, destroyed at
beginning of seige. 6. Wooden bridge
destroyed during the battle by

the Duke of Alengon.

large supply points at Seville, Cadiz (later Lisbon), Malaga and Barcelona was
really remarkable. Lepanto (7 October 1571), the scene of the confrontation
between Islam and Christendom, was another striking achievement. The fleets
of the two enemies between them carried a total of at least 100,000 men, either
on the slender galleys or on the large round ships that accompanied them.’* A
hundred thousand men! Imagine any fleet today carrying 500,000 or a million
men. Fifty years later, in about 1630, Wallenstein’s record achievement in gath-
ering 100,000 soldiers under his command®® was an even greater feat, presup-
posing exceptional organization of food supplies. Villars’ army, victorious at
Denain (1712), numbered 70,000 men,$* but this was the last-ditch effort of a
country fighting for its life. The figure of roo,000 soldiers seems to have become
normal in later years - at least in theory. Dupré d’Aulnay, Commissioner for
War in 1744, explains that to provide for these numbers a massive delivery
would have to leave the supply lines every four days carrying, at a rate of 120,000
rations a day (because some men received double rations), altogether 480,000
rations (8oo per carriage). “This would require only 6oo carriages and 2400
horses, harnessed in fours,’®* he concludes. Such organization seems to have
been commonplace; there were even iron travelling-ovens to bake the bread
ration. But a treatise on artillery at the beginning of the seventeenth century
setting out the varied needs of any army equipped with cannon chooses the
figure of 20,000 men.*

The proposition these examples illustrate can be repeated in innumerable
other cases: the loss to Spain caused by the expulsion of the Moriscoes (1609-
14) - a2 minimum of 300,000 according to quite reliable calculations;** to France
by the repeal of the Edict of Nantes;* to Black Africa by the slave trade with the
New World;®¢ to Spain once more by the process of populating the New World
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with white men (departures in the sixteenth century at a possible average rate of
1000 annually; 100,000 in all). The relative smallness of all these figures repre-
sents a general problem: Europe, because of its political partition and the lack
of flexibility in its economy, was not capable of dispensing with any more men.
Without Africa it could not have developed the New World for many reasons,
notably the climate, but also because it could not divert too much manpower
from its own labour force. Contemporaries probably exaggerate easily, but the
effects of emigration must have been felt on Sevillian life for Andrea Navagero
to have said in 1526: ‘So many people have left for the Indies that the town
[Seville] is scarcely populated and almost in the hands of women.’¢”

K.]. Beloch followed a similar line of thought when he tried to make a fair
assessment of seventeenth-century Europe divided between the three great pow-
ers who contested it; the Ottoman empire, the Spanish empire, and France under
Louis x111 and Richelieu. He calculated that they each commanded a human

“mass of about 17 million in the Old World - and arrived at the conclusion that
this was the minimum level that enabled a country to aspire to the role of a
great power.*® Times have changed.

A France prematurely overpopulated

As we go along, many other comparisons will suggest equally important ex-
planations. Suppose that the world population in about 16co was an eighth of
its present total and that the population of France (calculated on its present-day
political boundaries) was 20 million, which is probable but not absolutely
certain. England then numbered at most § million.%” If both countries had
increased at the average world rate, England would number 40 million inhabitants
today and France 160 million. This is a quick way of saying that France (or Italy,
or even Germany in the sixteenth century) was probably already overpopulated;
that France, in relation to its capacity at that period, was encumbered with too
many people, too many beggars, useless mouths, undesirables. Brantome was
already saying that it was as ‘full as an egg’.”° Emigration, in the absence of any
deliberate official policy, was organized as best it could be - to Spain in the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries in some volume, and later to the American
‘islands’. Otherwise it was the haphazard consequence of religious exile, during
‘that long blood-letting of France that began in 1540 with the first systematic
persecutions [of the Protestants] and only ended in 1752-3, with the last great
emigration movement following the bloody repressions of Languedoc’.”
Historical research has only recently shown the extent (hitherto unknown)
of French emigration to the Iberian countries.”? It is proved by statistical surveys
as well as by continued emphasis in travellers’ accounts.”® Cardinal de Retz
expressed extreme surprise in 1654 at hearing everyone in Saragossa (where there
was a very great number of French artisans) speaking his language.” Ten years
later, Antoine de Brunel wondered at the amazing number of gavachos (the
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pejorative nickname given to the French) in Madrid; 40,000 he thought, who
‘disguised themselves as Spaniards or claim that they are Walloons or from
Lorraine or Franche-Comté to conceal the fact that they are French and to avoid
being beaten up as such’.”s

The French supplied the Spanish capital with artisans, odd-job men and
retailers attracted by expectations of high salaries and profits. This was parti-
cularly true of masons and building workers. They also invaded the countryside:
Spanish land would often have remained uncultivated without the peasant who
came from France. These details indicate abundant, continuous and socially
mixed emigration, an obvious sign of French overpopulation. Jean Hérauld,
lord of Gourville, states in his memoirs that there were 200,000 French in Spain
(1669) - an enormous but by no means improbable figure.”®

Thus the deliberate birth control which appeared, or rather assumed promi-
nence, with the eighteenth century, took place in a country that had suffered the
scourge of numbers for centuries. ‘“The husbands themselves,” wrote Sébastien
Mercier (1771), ‘take care in their raptures to keep from adding a child to the
household.””” After 1789, during the crucial years of the Revolution, a marked
decrease in the birth rate clearly reveals the spread of contraceptive practices.”®
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Should not this phenomenon (which occurred earlier in France than elsewhere)
be seen as a reaction to the long years of overpopulation?

Density of population and level of civilization

Given its dry-land area of 150 million square kilometres, the present average
density of the world, with its 4 thousand million human beings, is 267 inhabi-
tants to one square kilometre. The same calculation for the period between 1300
and 1800 would give the figure of 23 inhabitants to a square kilometre at the
lowest estimate and 66 at the highest. Suppose we then calculate the actual area
covered nowadays by the most populated regions (200 inhabitants or more per
square kilometre). This would give us the main area of present-day dense
civilizations, that is to say (and this calculation has been worked out over and
over again), 11 million square kilometres. On this narrow belt, 70% of all human
beings (almost three thousand million) are concentrated. The world of houses
and wells is only a thin strip on the surface of the globe as Saint-Exupeéry pointed
out: as a pilot, he had only to make one mistake and his plane would be lost in
the Paraguayan bush or the sands of the Sahara.” It is worth stressing how
disproportionate, how ridiculously small the inhabited world really is. Man
leaves nine-tenths of the globe empty, often through force of circumstance, but
also out of neglect and because history, which is an unending series of efforts,
has decided otherwise. ‘Men did not spread evenly over the world like a layer of
oil,” writes Vidal de La Blache, ‘but originally clustered together like coral
polyps’: that is by piling up ‘layer upon layer’ at certain points ‘to build reefs of
human population’.#® At first sight, the population density of the past seems so
low that one is tempted to conclude that the really dense human settlement
required to form a civilization was nowhere in existence between 1400 and 18c0.
In fact, the world at that time was already divided by the same partition and the
same asymmetry into small, heavily populated areas and vast, empty, lightly
peopled regions. Here again, the figures must be seen in perspective.

We know, almost exactly, the location of the civilizations, developed cultures
and primitive cultures throughout the whole world in about 1500, on the eve of
the impact of the European Conquest of America. Contemporary documents,
later accounts, and research by past and present ethnographers have yielded a
valid map, because we know that the cultural boundaries vary little in the course
of the centuries. Man lives from choice in the framework of his own experience,
trapped in his former achievements for generations on end. When we say man
we mean the group to which he belongs: individuals leave it and others are
incorporated but the group remains attached to a given space and to familiar
land. It takes root there.

The map of the world in about 1500 (p. 58) drawn by the ethnographer
Gordon W. Hewes is self-explanatory.®* It distinguishes 76 civilizations and
cultures, that is 76 areas of varied shape and size into which the 150 million
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square kilometres of dry land are divided. This map is very important and we
will need to refer to it often. We will therefore examine it carefully from the
outset. The 76 pieces of the jigsaw are classified, from area 1, Tasmania, to the
76th and last, Japan. There is no difficulty in reading the terms of classification,
starting from the most elementary cultures: (1) 1 to 27 consist of primitive
peoples, gatherers and fishermen; (2) 28 to 44, nomads and stockbreeders; (3) 45
to 63, peoples practising a still deficient form of agriculture, primarily peasants
using hoes; they are oddly distributed in an almost continuous belt around the
world; (4) finally, 64 to 76, civilizations; relatively dense populations possessing
multiple assets and advantages: domestic animals, swing-ploughs, ploughs, carts,
and above all towns. There is no need to emphasize that these last 13 pieces of
the jigsaw are the developed countries, those parts of the world with the densest
populations.

It must be added that the classification at the top levels is debatable on two
scores. Do 61 and 62 - the Aztec or Mexican civilization and the Inca or Peruvian
civilization - have full right to be placed at that level? The answer is yes as far
as ability, brilliance, art and original turn of mind are concerned. It is equally so
if we consider the ancient Mayas’ wonderful science of calculation and the
longevity of these civilizations: they survived the terrible impact of the European
Conquest. On the other hand, the answer is no when we note that they used
only hoes and digging sticks; that they had no large domestic animals (except
llamas, alpacas and vicufias); that they had no knowledge of the wheel, arch, cart
or metallurgy in iron (known to the still modest cultures of Black Africa for
centuries, even millennia). According to our criteria of material life, the answer
is on the whole in the negative. We have the same misgivings and reservations
about 63, the Finnish groups, which were then scarcely affected by the neigh-
bouring civilizations.

The remaining 13 civilizations, seen on a world scale, form a long, thin
ribbon round the whole of the Old World, a narrow belt of wells, tilled fields
and dense populations, spaces that man held as securely as was then possible.
Furthermore, as we have left the exceptional case of America on one side, we
can say that the places where civilized man was to be found in 1500 were the
places he had inhabited in 1400 and would inhabit in 1800, and even today. The
list is not a long one: Japan, Korea, China, Indochina, the Indian Archipelago,
India, Islam and the four different faces of Europe (the Mediterranean Latin, the
richest; the Greek, the most unfortunate, submerged by the Turkish conquest;
the northern, the hardiest; and the Russo-Lapp, the least sophisticated). Two
odd cases need to be added to the list: 64, the robust Caucasian civilizations and
65, the ineradicable civilization of the Abyssinian tillers.

Here we have a total of perhaps 1o million square kilometres (almost twenty
times the territory of present-day France), a tiny area, a belt of high densities
very clearly specified and recognizable, mutatis mutandis, in the present-day
geography of the world (where, we repeat, 70% of all human beings live on 11
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6 CIVILIZATIONS, ‘CULTURES’ AND PRIMITIVE PEOPLES C. 1500
(AFTER G.W. HEWES)

1. Tasmanians. 2. Congo Pygmies. 3. The Vedda (Ceylon). 4. Andamanese. 5. Sakai and
Semang. 6. Kubu. 7. Punan (Borneo). 8. Negritos of the Philippines. 9. Ciboneys (Antilles).

10. Gé-Botocudos. 11. Gran Chaco Indians. 12. Bushmen. 13. Australians. 14. Great Basin.

15. Lower California. 16. Texas and north-eastern Mexico. 17. Patagonia. 18. Indians of the
southern coast of Chile. 19. Athabascans and Algonkin (northern Canada). 20. Yukaghir.

21. Eastern and central Eskimos. 22. Western Eskimos. 23. Kamchadal, Koryak, Chukchi. 24. Ainu,
Gilyak, Gol’dy. 25. North-west coast Indians (United States and Canada). 26. Columbia
Plateau. 27. Central California. 28. Reindeer-herding peoples. 29. Canary Islands. 30. Sahara
nomads. 31. Arabian nomads. 32. Pastoral mountain peoples in the Near East. 33. Pastoral
peoples of the Pamir region and the Hindu Kush. 34. Kazakh-Kirghiz. 35. Mongols. 36. Pastoral
Tibetans. 37. Settled Tibetans. 38. Western Sudanese. 39. Eastern Sudanese. 40. Somali and



Galla of north-eastern Africa. 41. Nilotic tribes. 42. East-African stock-rearing peoples.

43. Western Bantu. 44. Hottentots. 45. Melanesian Papuans. 46. Micronesians. 47. Polynesians.
48. American Indians (Eastern United States). 49. American Indians (Western United States).
s50. Brazilian Indians. 51. Chilean Indians. 52. Congolese peoples. 53. Lake-dwellérs of East Africa.
54. Guinea coasts. §55. Tribes of the Assam and the Burmese highlands. 56. Tribes of the
Indonesian highlands. 57. Highland people’s of Indo-China. 58. Mountain and forest tribes of
central India. §9. Malagasay. 6o. Caribbean peoples. 61. Mexicans, Maya. 62. Peru and the
Andes. 63. Finns. 64. Caucasians. 65. Ethiopia. 66. Settled Muslims. 67 South-western Europe.
68. Eastern Mediterranean. 69. Eastern Europe. 70. North-western Europe. 71. India (this map
does not differentiate between Muslims and Hindus). 72. Lowlands of South-east Asia.

73. Indonesian lowlands. 74. Chinese. 75. Koreans. 76 Japanese.
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A Bohemian village on the road to Prague, with its ploughed fields, forest and three fish ponds,
in 1675: there are only about ten houses. Other villages drawn in the same series of plans are
about the same size. Central Archives, Maps section, Orlik, A 14. (Photo courtesy of the
Archives.)

million square kilometres). If we accept this present-day percentage of the
population living in civilizations in relation to the population as a whole and
take our extremes of reference into account, the kilometric density of the de-
veloped zones between 1300 and 1800 would lie between a minimum of 245 and
a maximum of 63'6.8? If we stop with K.]. Beloch at 1600, the average would lie
between 28 and 35. This is an important threshold: if 17 million was the
population required for a country to become a European power, on a world
scale the level at which human settlement became sufficiently crowded, providing
the density necessary to the life and prosperity of a civilization, was about 30
people to the square kilometre.

Continuing in 1600: Italy, which was well populated, had 44 inhabitants to
the square kilometre; the Netherlands 40; France 34; Germany 28; the Iberian
peninsula 17; Poland and Prussia 14; Sweden, Norway and Finland about 15
(but they were still imprisoned in a prolonged version of the primitive Middle
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Ages and remained on the margins of Europe, with only small areas of territory
participating in its life).** And China, with its seventeen provinces (the eight-
eenth, Kansu, came under Chinese Turkestan at that time), had a density scarcely
over 20 (1578).%*

Yet these levels, which seem so low to us, already pointed to obvious
overpopulation. Wurttemberg, the most populous area of Germany (44 inhabi-
tants per square kilometre)®s at the beginning of the sixteenth century, was far
and away the best place for the recruitment of Landsknechte; France, with a
level of 34, was a vast reservoir of emigration and so was Spain, with only 17.
However, the wealthy and already ‘industrialized’ countries of Italy and the
Netherlands supported a heavier load of people and kept them in their own
lands. For overpopulation is a function both of the number of men and the
resources at their disposal.

A.P. Usher distinguishes three levels of population in historical demography
He places the population of the pioneer zones (thinking of the United States, he
calls them ‘frontier’ zones) at the bottom of the scale. This is a population at its
very beginning, in a space which has not, or hardly, been developed by man. In
the second stage (China, India before the eighteenth century, Europe before the
twelfth or thirteenth) the population ranges between 15 and 20 people to the
square kilometre. Lastly comes the stage of ‘high’ density, over 20. The latter
figure may seem too low. But it is clear that by traditional norms, the densities
referred to above in Italy, the Netherlands and France (44, 40, 34) already
correspond to demographic tension. Jean Fourastié has calculated that in France
under the ancien régime, 15 hectares of cultivable land were required to support
one man, allowing for crop rotation.®® This is close to Daniel Defoe’s estimate
in 1709: 3 acres of good land or 4 of average land (1.2 to 1'6 hectares).®” Any
demographic tension, as we shall see, meant either being forced to choose
between kinds of food (essentially between bread and meat); or radically trans-
forming agriculture; or resorting to emigration.

These comments only take us to the threshold of the basic problems of a
history of population. Among other things we still need to know the relationship
between the urban and rural populations (this relationship is perhaps the basic
indicator of growth in earlier history) and also the form the rural groups took,
according to the norms of human geography. Near St Petersburg, at the end of
the eighteenth century, the sordid farms of the Finnish peasants were scattered
over the countryside fairly remote from each other; the houses of the German
colonists were clustered together; and by comparison the Russian villages were
large concentrations.®® Central Europe north of the Alps had fairly small villages,
as in Bavaria. I had the opportunity in Bohemia of looking at several surveys of
the former estates of the Rosenbergs and Schwarzenbergs, near the Austrian
frontier, a country of artificial lakes filled with carp, pike and perch. The central
archives at Warsaw also contain many cadastral maps. I was struck by the very
small size of the many villages in central Europe in the seventeenth and eighteenth
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centuries; very often they consisted of only a dozen or so houses. How far
removed they are from the village-towns of Italy or the large market-towns
between the Rhine, the Meuse and the Paris basin. Surely the small size of the
village in so many eastern and central European countries was one of the basic
causes of the fate of the peasantry? It was all the more vulnerable vis-a-vis the
nobility because it lacked the solidity provided by large communities.?®

Other points inferred from Gordon W. Hewes’ map

At least three points emerge from the map:
(1) The permanence of the sites occupied by the ‘cultures’ (the first achieve-
ments) and the ‘civilizations’ (man’s second achievement), for these sites have
been reconstructed by a simple deductive method. Their boundaries have not
changed. Their distribution therefore forms as marked a geographical feature as
the Alps, the Gulf Stream or the course of the Rhine.
(2) The map also shows that man had already explored and exploited the whole
world for centuries or millennia before the triumph of Europe. He was only
stopped by major obstacles: vast expanses of sea, impenetrable mountains, dense
forests (as in Amazonia, North America or Siberia) and immense deserts. Even
s0, closer inspection reveals that there was no expanse of sea able to escape man’s
spirit of adventure for very long and guard its secrets (the ancient Greeks knew
about the monsoons in the Indian Ocean); no mountain mass that failed to
reveal its access and passes; no forest man did not penetrate; no desert he did
not cross. As for the ‘habitable and navigable’® parts of the world, there is not
the slightest doubt: the smallest patch already had an owner before 1500 (and
before 1400 or 1300 as well). Even the forbidding deserts of the Old World
harboured their share of humanity, in the form of the great nomadic peoples we
shall mention later in this chapter. In short, the world ‘our familiar home* was
‘discovered’ a long time ago, well before the Great Discoveries. Even the inven-
tory of vegetable wealth had been drawn up so precisely ‘since the beginning of
written history, that not one single nutritious plant of general usefulness has
been added to the list of those previously known, so careful and complete was
the exploration to which the primitive peoples subjected the plant world’.??
Europe therefore neither discovered America and Africa, nor first penetrated
the mysterious continents. The nineteenth-century explorers of central Africa,
so greatly admired in the past, travelled on the backs of black bearers. Their
great mistake, Europe’s mistake at that juncture, was to think they were dis-
covering a sort of New World. Similarly the discoverers of the South American
continent, even the bandeirantes paulistas who set off from the town of Sao
Paulo (founded in 1554) were merely, for all their heroic adventures, rediscover-
ing the old tracks and rivers the Indians already used with their canoes. And
they were generally guided by the Mamelucos (Portuguese and Indian half-
breeds).”® The same adventure was repeated, to the profit of the French, from
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the Great Lakes to the Mississippi in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries,
thanks to Canadian halfbreeds, the bois britlés as they were called. Europeans
very often rediscovered the world using other people’s eyes, legs and brains.
Europe’s own achievement was to discover the Atlantic and to master its
difficult stretches, currents and winds. This late success opened up the doors and
routes of the seven seas. From now on the maritime organization of the world
was at the service of white men. Fleets, ships and still more ships ploughed the
seas. Seafaring peoples, ports and shipbuilding yards - these were the glory of
Europe, as Peter the Great was well aware on his first voyage to the West (1697):
he went to work in Holland, in the shipbuilding yards of Saardam, near

Amsterdam.
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(3) One final comment: the small areas of dense population were not all of the
same kind. The Indian Archipelago and Indochina really only had a scattering
of populated regions, compared with the solidly occupied zones (Western
Europe, Japan, Korea, China). India itself was not fully occupied by its mixed
civilizations. Islam was a series of coasts - of sabels - on the margins of empty
spaces, on the edges of deserts, rivers and seas, hugging the sides of Black Africa,
on the coast of Slaves (Zanzibar) and the Niger loop, where it built and rebuilt
its quarrelsome empires. Even Europe merged into emptiness towards the east,
beyond the wild marches.

Wild men and animals

It is always very tempting to see only the civilizations. They are the main thing.
Besides, they have expended a vast amount of skill on rediscovering their former
selves, their tools, costumes, houses, practices, even their traditional songs. Their
museums are there to be visited. Every culture has its own distinctive features:
Chinese windmills turn horizontally; in Istanbul, the scissors have hollow blades,
and the luxury spoons are made of wood from the pepper plant; Japanese and
Chinese anvils are different from ours; not one nail was used to build the boats
on the Red Sea and the Persian Gulf, and so on. And each has its own plants,
domestic animals (or at any rate its own way of treating them), its characteristic
houses, its own foods. The mere smell of cooking can evoke a whole civilization.

However, not all the beauty of the world nor all the salt of the earth was
contained in the civilizations. Outside them, encircling their frontiers and some-
times even invading their territory, lurked primitive life, and the empty, echoing
wastelands. Here was played out the saga of man and the animals, the golden
legend of ancient peasant agriculture, a paradise in the eyes of the civilized who
might wish to escape there from the constraints of urban life.

The Far East yields the most numerous examples of this wild humanity: the
islands of the Indian Archipelago, the mountains of China, the north of the
Japanese island of Yeso, Formosa or the heart of India. The European lands
were free of these ‘wild’ tribes who burned up the high-ground forest and grew
rice on the dry land they had cleared.’* Europe domesticated its mountain people
very early on, tamed them by not treating them as if they were pariahs. In the
Far East, by contrast, no such communication or co-operation occurred. The
innumerable clashes that took place there were unmercifully brutal. The Chinese
waged an unceasing war against their wild mountain population, stock-raisers
living in stinking houses. It was the same in India. In 1565, in the peninsula of
the Deccan, the Hindu realm of Vijayanagar was annihilated on the battlefield
of Talikota by the Muslim cavalry and artillery of the sultans of the north. The
conqueror did not occupy the enormous capital immediately. It was left defence-
less and without carts or beast of burden, which had all departed with the army.
The wild people from the surrounding brush and jungle - Brindsharis, Lambadis
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and Kurumbas - then swooped down and pillaged it from end to end.*

But these savages were already, as it were, confined and encircled by disap-
proving civilizations. The real savages lived elsewhere, on appalling land, but in
a state of complete freedom, beyond the boundaries of the populated countries.
They were what Fréderic Ratzel called the Randvélker, the marginal people
known to German geographers and historians as the geschichtlos people - people
without history (but is this true?). Once, 12,000 Chukchi lived on 800,000 square
kilometres in the far north of Siberia; a thousand Samoyeds occupied 150,000
square kilometres of the frozen peninsula of Yamal.’*¢ Because ‘the poorest
groups generally require the greatest space™’ or, to put it the other way round,
only an elementary life can be maintained by digging up roots and tubers and
trapping wild animals in these vast and hostile spaces.

In any case, wherever human settlement is sparse, wild animals multiply,
even if the land seems poor or useless. They are to be found wherever man is
not. Travellers’ tales are full of savage beasts. One seventeenth-century account
describes tigers prowling round Asian villages and towns, and swimming out
into the Ganges delta to surprise fisherman asleep in their boats. The ground
around the mountain hamlets in the Far East is still cleared even today to keep
the man-eaters at a distance.’® No one feels safe after nightfall, not even inside
a house. One man went out of his hut in a small town near Canton, where the
Jesuit father de Las Cortes and his fellow sufferers were imprisoned (1626), and
was carried off by a tiger.”® A fourteenth-century Chinese painting represents an
enormous tiger ocellated with pink, like some pet monster, amongst the flower-
ing branches of fruit trees.'® This was all too true throughout the Far East.

Siam consisted of the valley of the River Menam; its waters were alive with
rows of houses on piles, bazaars, families crowded on to boats; on its banks
stood two or three towns, including the capital. They were flanked by rice fields
and then by great forests where the water penetrated vast expanses. The rare
patches of forest that were permanently free from water harboured tigers and
wild elephants (and, according to Kampfer, even chamois).'®* There were lions
in Ethiopia, North Africa and Persia, near Basra and on the route from north-
west India to Afghanistan. Crocodiles swarmed in the rivers of the Philippines,'°?
wild boar on the coastal plains of Sumatra, India and the Persian plateaux; wild
horses were regularly hunted and lassoed, north of Peking.1** Wild dogs howling
in the mountains of Trebizond kept Gemelli Careri awake.'®* The wildlife of
Guinea included small cows which were treated as game. However, both hunter
and hunted took flight at the sight of bands of elephants and hippopotamuses,
‘sea-horses’ that ravaged ‘the fields of rice, millet, and other vegetables’ in the
same regions. ‘One sometimes sees troupes of three or four hundred at a time.’1%%
And in the vast expanses of southern Africa, which stretched empty and unpop-
ulated north of the Cape of Good Hope, there could be seen alongside the very
few men ‘who lived more like beasts than human beings’, many ‘savage’ animals
- lions and elephants said to be the biggest in the world.'*® And they in turn



A seal-hunt: this ex-voto of 1618 tells the tale of the Swedish hunters who were marooned on an
ice-floe with their prey. They only reached land two weeks later. Stockholm, National Museum.
(Phototheque A. Colin.) .

bring to mind the elephants of North Africa, in the time of Hannibal of Carthage,
many centuries earlier and the length of the continent away; or the elephant
hunts, north again, but this time deep in Black Africa, which began to provide
the Europeans with huge quantities of ivory from the sixteenth century on.'*’

The whole of Europe, from the Urals to the Straits of Gibraltar, was the
domain of wolves, and bears roamed in all its mountains. The omnipresence of
wolves and the attention they aroused make wolf-hunting an index of the health
of the countryside, and even of the towns, and of the character of the year gone
by. A lapse in vigilance, an economic setback, a rough winter, and they multi-
plied. In 1420, packs entered Paris through a breach in the ramparts or unguarded
gates. They were there again in September 1438, attacking people this time
outside the town, between Montmartre and the Saint-Antoine gate.'®® In 1640,
wolves entered Besancon by crossing the Doubs near the mills of the town and
‘ate children along the roads’.?®® Francis 1 created grand masters of the wolf-
hunts in about 1520. They organized round-ups needing the participation of
both lords and villagers. There was an example of this in 1765, again in the
Gevaudan ‘where the ravages of the wolves made people believe in the existence
of an unnatural monster’.*'° ‘It appears,’ wrote a Frenchman in 1779, ‘that they
are trying to annihilate the species in France, as they did in England six hundred
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years ago, but it is not easy to round them up in a country as vast and as
open on all sides as ours, although it might be practicable in an island like
Great Britain.’*'! In fact the Députés du Commerce were discussing in 1783 a
proposal made several years earlier, to ‘introduce into England a sufficient
number of wolves to destroy the greater part of the population’'!? Even for
wolves France, whose territory was continuous with the continental land mass
and the forests of Germany and Poland, was inevitably a geographical cross-
roads. The Vercors was still infested with wolves in 1851.113

A prettier sight would have been the hazel-grouse, pheasants, white hares
and white partridges in the Alps, or the red-legged partridges roused by the
horses of Thomas Miinzer,'** a Nuremberg doctor who with his friends travelled
in the mountainous Valence hinterland in 1494. There was an abundance of
game in the Rauhe Alb in Wurttemberg in the sixteenth century, but the peasants
were forbidden to use large dogs on them; this right was reserved for the
foresters.!'> Meanwhile in Persia, not only were there wild boar, stags, bucks,
gazelles, lions, tigers, bears and hares, but also prodigious quantities of pigeons,
wild geese, ducks, turtledoves, crows, herons and two types of partridge.**¢

Naturally, the more deserted the region, the more freely animal life multi-
plied. Father Verbiest (1682) when he travelled with the Emperor of China’s
enormous suite (100,000 horses) in Manchuria, was a reluctant and exhausted
participant in some fantastic hunts: a thousand stags and sixty tigers were killed
in one day.''” Mauritius was still empty of people in 1639, but turtledoves and
hares were so numerous and so unafraid that they were caught by hand.!*® In
Florida in 1690 ‘quantities of wild pigeons, parrots and other birds were so
numerous that boats often came away full of birds and birds’ eggs’.**®

Of course everything was magnified in the New World: there was a super-
abundance of uninhabited regions (despoblados) interspersed with a few tiny
towns at enormous distances from each other. The twelve large wooden carrioles
drawn by thirty pairs of oxen that accompanied the bishop of Santiago de Chile,
Lizarraga, in 1600, took about twenty days to travel from Cordoba to Mendoza,
in what later became Argentina.!*® Indigenous animals were few, with the
exception of ostriches, llamas and seals in the south.’*! Instead, the empty
countryside had been filled with animals (horses and cattle) brought from
Europe, and these had multiplied. Enormous herds of wild oxen had worn
regular paths across the plain; they remained at liberty until the nineteenth
century. The silhouettes of the herds of wild horses huddled together sometimes
looked like vague hillocks against the horizon. In the pampas where not the
tiniest piece of wood could be found, ‘not even as large as a little finger’, a
chapeton, a newcomer to America, caught a glimpse of one such small hillock
in the distance and cried out in delight: ‘Let’s go and cut some wood!’1??

We could end on that anecdote, but there are even more evocative images
- in Siberia for instance, which was opened up to the Russians at about the same
time that America was to the West Europeans. In the spring of 1776, a party of



A boar-hunt in Bavaria, with spears and firearms (1531). Bayerisches National-museum.
(Photo by the Museum.)

Russian officers mistimed their departure from Omsk on their way to Tomsk:
the ice on the rivers had begun to melt. They had to go down the Ob on a
makeshift raft (hollowed-out tree-trunks roped together). The journey was
perilous, but according to the Swiss military doctor who left us an account of it,
there were moments of diversion: ‘I counted at least fifty islands on which there
were so many foxes, hares and beavers that we saw them coming down to the
water’s edge ... and we had the pleasure of seeing a she-bear with four cubs
walking along the bank’. There were also ‘an alarming quantity of swans, cranes,
pelicans, wild geese and various kinds of duck, especially red ones ... The
swamps are full of bitterns and woodcock, and the forests filled with grouse and
other birds ... After sundown, these armies of winged creatures made such a
terrifying clamour that we could not hear ourselves speak.’*?* At the farthest
extremity of Siberia the vast and almost empty Kamchatka peninsulat** gradually
came to life with the beginning of the eighteenth century. Hunters and merchants
were attracted to it by fur-bearing animals. The skins were brought up to Irkutsk
by merchants and from there reached either China, via the neighbouring fair of
Kiakhta, or Moscow and thence the West. The fashion for sea-otter dates from
that period. Previously it was only used for clothing by hunters and natives. The
hunt suddenly assumed gigantic proportions with the sharp rise in prices. By
about 1770, it had developed into a large-scale operation. The ships, built and
fitted at Okhotsk, had large crews, because the natives, who were often harshly
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treated, were hostile: they had been known to burn a ship and murder its crew.
And the expedition had to carry supplies for four years, importing biscuit and
meal from far away. The tremendous cost of provisions put the whole business
in the hands of the merchants of Irkutsk, who divided up expenses and profits
by a system of shares. The expedition would go as far as the Aleutians and might
take four or five years. The kill took place at the mouths of rivers, where the
otters came in large numbers. The trappers, the promyschlennik, either followed
the animals in canoes and waited until they were forced to surface for breath, or
held off until the first ice-floes formed, when hunters and dogs could reach the
otters (clumsy out of the water) easily. They then ran from one otter to another
stunning them as they passed, finishing them off later. Sometimes fragments of
ice-floe broke off, carrying hunters, dogs and otter corpses out to the open sea.
Ships might become frozen in, in these northern seas, with no wood or food: the
crew had to live off raw fish. The hardships did not deter hunters from flocking
to the area.'?® In 1786, English and American vessels appeared in the North
Pacific. Kamchatka was quickly cleared of its beautiful animals as a result of
this hunting. The trappers had to look farther afield, as far as the American
coast, even as far as San Francisco, where Russians and Spaniards clashed at the
beginning of the nineteenth century - without making any great impact on the
mainstream of history.

Even at the end of the eighteenth century, vast areas of the earth were still
a garden of Eden for animal life. Man’s intrusion upon these paradises was a
tragic innovation. The craze for furs explains why the sailing ship, The Lion,
carrying the Ambassador Macartney to China, discovered five terribly dirty
inhabitants (three French and two English) on Amsterdam Island in the Indian
Ocean, around the fortieth degree of latitude south, on 1 February 1793. Boats
from Boston, which sold at Canton either beaver skins from America or seal
skins from the island itself, had set the five men ashore during an earlier trip.
They had organized gigantic slaughter (25,000 animals during a summer season).
Seals were not the only fauna on the islands. There were penguins, whales,
sharks and dogfish, as well as innumerable other kinds of fish. ‘Hooks and lines
speedily procured enough fish to feed for a week the crew of The Lion.” Tench,
perch, and particularly crayfish were found in profusion in fresh-water estuaries.
‘The sailors ... let down into the sea baskets, in which were baits of sharks’
flesh. In a few minutes the baskets being drawn up, were found half-filled with
crayfish.” The birds were a fresh source of wonder: albatrosses with yellow
beaks, great black petrels, ‘silver birds’ and blue petrels. Blue petrels were night
birds hunted by birds of prey and also by the seal-hunters who attracted them
with lighted torches - so successfully that they ‘kill multitudes of them. They
constitute indeed the principal food of these people who think it very good. This
blue petrel is about the size of a pigeon.’12¢

In fact, until the eighteenth century, a Jungle Book could have been written
about almost any part of the globe. We must resist the temptation to venture



A Persian hunt in the seventeenth century: with hawk, spear, sword, firearms and abundant
game. Detail of miniature, Musee Guimet, Paris. (Photo Jean-Abel Lavand.)

further into the animal kingdom: but these glimpses tell us how small were the
inroads made by human settlement.

The eighteenth century: watershed of biological regimes

What was shattered in both China and Europe with the eighteenth century was
a biological ancien fegime, a set of restrictions obstacles, structures, proportions
and numerical relationships that had hitherto been the norm.
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Preserving the balance

There is a constant tendency towards equilibrium between the patterns of birth
and deaths. Under the ancien 7egime the two coefficients were both at around
the same figure: 40 per rooo. What life added, death took away. The parish
registers of the small commune of La Chapelle-Fougerets!?” (today part of the
suburbs of Rennes) recorded so baptisms in 1609. Reckoning on the basis of 40
births per 1000 habitants and therefore multiplying the number of baptisms by
25, it is possible to suggest that the population of this large village was around
1250. The English economist William Petty reconstructed the population on the
basis of deaths in his Political Arithmetick (1690), multiplying the figure by 30
(which was actually an under-estimate of the death rate).'?*

In the short term, credit and debit kept pace, so that when one side gained,
the other reacted. In 1451 we are told that plague carried off 21,000 people in
Cologne; over the next few years, 4000 marriages were celebrated.’*® Even if
these figures are exaggerated, as everything would seem to indicate, the com-
pensation is obvious. In 1581, 790 people - ten times more than in normal times
- died at Salzewedel, a small place in the old Brandenburg Marches. Marriages
fell from 30 to 1o. But in the following year, despite the reduced population, 30
marriages were celebrated, followed by numerous compensatory births.**® Im-
mediately after a plague that was said to have halved the population of Verona
in 1637 (but the chroniclers exaggerate freely), the soldiers of the garrison,
almost all French - many of whom had escaped the plague - married the widows,
and life gained the upper hand again.*** Throughout Germany, which had
suffered grievously from the disasters of the Thirty Years War, there was a
demographic revival once the bad times were over. This was the phenomenon
of compensation in a country quarter or half destroyed by the horrors of war.
An Italian traveller visiting Germany shortly after 1648, at a time when the
European population as a whole was stationary or in decline, remarked ‘that
there were few men of an age to bear arms, but an abnormally high number of
children’.132

When the balance was not restored quickly enough the authorities inter-
vened: Venice, normally so jealously closed, passed a liberal decree on 30 October
13438, just after the terrible Black Death, granting complete citizenship (de intus
et de extra) to every individual who would come and settle there with his family
and possessions within the period of a year. It must be added that the towns, as
a general rule, only survived thanks to new blood from outside. But ordinarily
people came of their own accord.

Increases and declines therefore alternated in the short term, regularly com-
pensating each other. This is invariably demonstrated (until the eighteenth
century) by the zigzag curves representing births and deaths anywhere in the
West - whether in Venice or Beauvais. Those most vulnerable - young children,
who were always at risk, or anyone with precarious means of support - would
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the countryside, and old people are dying in squalor every day

2

The Structures of Everyday Life
be carried off by epidemics if the balance required it. The poor were always the
first to be affected. Innumerable ‘social massacres’ took place during these
centuries. At Crepy, near Senlis, in 1483, ‘a third of the town goes begging about
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8 ANCIEN REGIME DEMOGRAPHY: BAPTISMS AND FUNERALS

Three examples: A. A Flemish town, Eekloo.

B. A town in Provence.

C. A town near Beauvais.
These case-studies, picked from hundreds of others, show the relationship between mortality
and the birth rate. The areas shaded in black correspond to periods when there were more
deaths than births. There are fewer such occasions as the eighteenth century advances, though
there are exceptions, as the graph for Eyragues shows (B). Cf. also in Figure 9, the rise in
mortality in France in 1779 and 1783. [After M. Morineau and A de Vos (A); R. Baehrel (B);

and P. Goubert (C).]

Only with the eighteenth century did births gain over deaths, and this was
to be the pattern regularly thereafter. But counter-attacks were still possible, as
happened in France in 1772-3; and again in the population crisis that struck
between 1779 and 1783 (see Figure 9). These alarms showed how precarious was
an improvement of very recent origin and which was still subject to reverses,
still at the mercy of the ever-hazardous balance between the demand for food
and the possibilities of meeting it through production.

Famine

Famine recurred so insistently for centuries on end that it became incorporated
into man’s biological regime and built into his daily life. Dearth and penury were
continual, and familiar even in Europe, despite its privileged position. A few
overfed rich do not alter the rule. It could not have been otherwise. Cereal yields
were poor; two consecutive bad harvests spelt disaster. These disasters were
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often absorbed in the Western world, possibly because of the climate. The same
was true of China, where the early development of agricultural techniques, the
construction of dykes and of a network of canals which could be used both for
irrigation and for transport, and later the painstaking organization of the rice
fields with their two harvests, made it possible for a certain balance to be
maintained even after the demographic explosion of the eighteenth century. This
was not the case in Muscovy, with its harsh, unreliable climate, nor in India
where flooding and droughts could reach catastrophic proportions.

However, even in Europe, the ‘miracle crops’ - maize and potatoes, of which
more later - took root quite late on, and modern intensive methods of agriculture
were also slow to become established. For these and other reasons, famine
constantly visited the continent laying it waste and destroying lives. A tragic
forerunner of the Black Death was the devastation caused by food shortages
between 1308 and 1318: beginning in northern Germany, then the centre and the
east, they spread throughout Europe - to England, the Netherlands, France,
southern Germany, the Rhineland - and even Livonia.!3*

Any national calculation shows a sad story. France, by any standards a
privileged country, is reckoned to have experienced 10 general famines during
the tenth century: 26 in the eleventh; 2 in the twelfth; 4 in the fourteenth; 7 in the
fifteenth; 13 in the sixteenth; 11 in the seventeenth and 16 in the eighteenth.!3s
While one cannot guarantee the accuracy of this eighteenth-century calculation,
the only risk it runs is of over-optimism, because it omits the hundreds and
hundreds of local famines (in Maine, in 1739, 1752, 1770 and 1785 for exam-
ple),'*¢ and in the south-west in 1628, 1631, 1643, 1662, 1694, 1698, 1709 and
1713.%¥ They did not always coincide with more widespread disasters.

The same could be said of any country in Europe. In Germany, famine was
a persistent visitor to the towns and the flatlands. Even when the easier times
came, in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, catastrophes could still happen:
there were serious shortages in Silesia in 1730, in 1771-2 in Saxony and southern
Germany;**® and famine struck Bavaria, and moved beyond its frontiers in 1816-
17: on 5 August 1817, the city of Ulm celebrated with thanksgiving the return to
normal with the new harvest.

One could look for further statistics to Florence, which does not lie in a
particularly poor region, but which experienced 111 years when people went
hungry, and only sixteen ‘very good’ harvests between 1371 and 1791.1* It is
true that Tuscany, a hilly region concentrating on vines and olives, had been
able thanks to its merchants, to count on Sicilian grain since the thirteenth
century - and indeed could not have managed without it.

It would be rash to conclude that the towns, habitual grumblers, were the
sole victims of these acts of God. They had warehouses, reserves, corn exchanges,
purchases from abroad - in fact a whole policy directed towards future contin-
gencies. Paradoxically the countryside sometimes experienced far greater suffer-
ing. The peasants lived in a state of dependence on merchants, towns and nobles,
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9 FRENCH POPULATION TRENDS BEFORE THE REVOLUTION
(From M. Reinhard and A. Armengaud, Histoire générale de la population mondiale.)

and had scarcely any reserves of their own. They had no solution in case of
famine except to turn to the town where they crowded together, begging in the
streets and often dying in public squares, as in Venice and Amiens in the sixteenth
century.#°

The towns soon had to protect themselves against these regular invasions,
which were not purely by beggars from the surrounding areas but by positive
armies of the poor, sometimes from very far afield. Beggars from distant prov-
inces appeared in the fields and streets of the town of Troyes in 1573, starving,
clothed in rags and covered with fleas and vermin. They were authorized to stay
there for only 24 hours. But the rich citizens of the town soon began to fear that
‘sedition’ might be spread among the poor inside the town or in the surrounding
countryside, and ‘in order to make them leave, the rich men and the governors
of the aforesaid town of Troye were assembled to find the expedient to remedy
it. The resolution of this council was that they must be put outside the town
... To do this, an ample amount of bread was baked, to be distributed amongst
the aforesaid poor who would be assembled at one of the gates of the town,
without being told why, and after the distribution to each one of his bread and
a piece of silver, they would be made to leave the town by the aforesaid gate
which would be closed on the last one and it would be indicated to them over
the town walls that they go to God and find their livelihood elsewhere, and that
they should not return to the aforesaid Troye before the new grain from the
next harvest. This was done. After the gift the dismayed poor were driven from
the town of Troye.”**

The attitude of the bourgeois hardened considerably towards the end of the
sixteenth century, and even more in the seventeenth. The problem was to place
the poor in a position where they could do no harm. In Paris the sick and invalid
had always been directed to the hospitals, and the fit, chained together in pairs,
were employed at the hard, exacting and interminable task of cleaning the drains
of the town. In England the Poor Laws, which were in fact laws against the poor,
appeared at the end of Elizabeth’s reign. Houses for the poor and undesirable



‘Feeding the hungry’: one of the panels of an enamelled terracotta frieze by Qiovanni della
Robbia, representing various acts of charity. Sixteenth century, Pistoia; Hospital of the Ceppo.
(Phototheque A. Colin.)

gradually appeared throughout the West, condemning their occupants to forced
labour in workhouses, Zuchthaiiser or Maisons de force for example, that body
of semi-prisons, united under the administration of the Grand Hépital de Paris,
founded in 1656. This ‘great enclosure’ of the poor, mad and delinquent, as well
as sons of good family placed under supervision by their parents, was one
psychological aspect of seventeenth-century society, relentless in its rationality.
But it was perhaps an almost inevitable reaction to the poverty and increase in
numbers of the poor in that hard century. Significantly, in Dijon the municipal
authorities went so far as to forbid the town’s citizens to take in the poor or to
exercise private charity. ‘In the sixteenth century, the beggar or vagrant would
be fed and cared for before he was sent away. In the early seventeenth century,
he had his head shaved. Later on, he was whipped; and the end of the century
saw the last word in repression - he was turned into a convict.’*

This was Europe. Things were far worse in Asia, China and India. Famines
there seemed like the end of the world. In China everything depended on rice
from the southern provinces; in India, on providential rice from Bengal, and on
wheat and millet from the northern provinces, but vast distances had to be
crossed and this contribution only covered a fraction of the requirements. Every
crisis had wide repercussions. The famine of 1472, which hit the Deccan parti-
cularly harshly, caused large numbers who had escaped its consequences to
emigrate to Gujerat and Malwa.*? In 1555, and again in 1596, violent famine
throughout north-west India, resulted in scenes of cannibalism, according to
contemporary chroniclers.*#*

There was another terrible famine, almost everywhere in India, in 1630-31.
A Dutch merchant has left us an appalling description of it: ‘Men abandoned
towns and villages and wandered helplessly. It was easy to recognize their
condition: eyes sunk deep in the head, lips pale and covered with slime, the skin
hard, with the bones showing through, the belly nothing but a pouch hanging
down empty ... One would cry and howl for hunger, while another lay stretched
on the ground dying in misery.” The familiar human dramas followed: wives
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and children abandoned, children sold by parents, who either abandoned them
or sold themselves in order to survive, collective suicides.... Then came the
stage when the starving split open the stomachs of the dead or dying and ‘drew
at the entrails to fill their own bellies’. ‘Many hundred thousands of men died
of hunger, so that the whole country was covered with corpses lying unburied,
which caused such a stench that the whole air was filled and infected with it
. in the village of Susuntra ... human flesh was sold in open-market.’*

Even when documents are not as detailed, one item is enough to convey the
horror. In 1670 a Persian ambassador went to pay his respects to the Great
Mogul, Aurangezeb. He returned home accompanied by ‘innumerable slaves’
(who were to be taken away from him at the frontier) whom ‘he had had for
almost nothing because of the famine’.**¢

We return hardened, consoled or resigned to privileged Europe as if from
some nightmare journey. Western Europe only encountered similar horrors
during the first dark centuries of the middle ages or else on its eastern borders,
which were backward in so many respects. If one wants to measure ‘the catas-
trophes of history by the proportion of victims claimed’, writes one historian,
‘the 1696-7 famine in Finland must be regarded as the most terrible event in
European history’. A quarter or a third of the Finnish population disappeared
at that time.'*” The East was the bad side of Europe. Famine raged there long

e S S . . J——

Spanish soldiers, starving and in rags, during the siege of Aire-sur-la-Lys. Behind them, the
fortifications of the town. Detail from a painting by Pierre Snayers, 1641. (Photo Oronoz.)
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after the eighteenth century, despite desperate recourse to ‘famine foodstuffs’ -
wild herbs and fruit, formerly cultivated plants found amongst the weeds in
fields, gardens, meadows, or the outskirts of forests.

However, this situation did sometimes recur in Western Europe, particularly
in the seventeenth century, with the ‘little ice age’. Near Blois in 1662 a witness
reported that ‘such poverty had not been seen for five hundred years’. The poor
wereon a diet of ‘cabbage stumps with bran soaked in cod broth’.**® The protest
the Electors of Burgundy sent to the king in the same year recorded that ‘famine
this year has put an end to over ten thousand families in your province and
forced a third of the inhabitants, even in the good towns, to eat wild plants’.**
A chronicler adds that: ‘Some people ate human flesh.’**® Ten years earlier, in
1652, another chronicler, the curé Macheret indicated that ‘the people of Lor-
raine and other surrounding lands are reduced to such extremities that, like
animals, they eat the grass in the meadows, particularly those from the villages
of Pouilly and Parnot in Bassigny ... and are black and as thin as skeletons’.*5!
In 1693 a Burgundian noted ‘the price of grain was so high throughout the realm
that people were dying of hunger’; in 1694 near Meulan, wheat was harvested
before it was ripe, ‘large numbers of people lived on grass like animals’; the
terrible winter of 1709 threw innumerable vagrants on to all the roads of
France.?*?

All these gloomy examples should not of course be placed one after another.
All the same let us not be too optimistic. Infallible signs of misery are the
accounts of food deficiencies and the illnesses they caused: scurvy (which came
into its own with the great sea voyages); pellagra, especially during the eighteenth
century, as a result of an exclusive diet of maize; beri beri in Asia. The persistence
of gruel and sops in the popular diet, and the bread made with inferior flours
and only cooked once a month or every two months are equally revealing. The
bread was almost always hard and mouldy. It was cut with an axe in some
regions. In the Tyrol brown bread, made from pounded grain and very long-
lasting, was baked two or three times a year.'** The Dictionnaire de Trévoux
(1771) says quite bluntly: ‘The peasants are usually so stupid because they only
live on coarse foods.’

Epidemics

One bad harvest was just about bearable; if there were two, prices went mad
and famine set in. Famine was never an isolated event. Sooner or later it opened
the door to epidemics,'** which have their own individual cycles. Plague was the
great, the terrible fear. ‘A many-headed hydra’, ‘a strange chameleon’, it assumed
such varied forms that contemporaries unconsciously confused it with other
diseases. Leader of the dance of Death, it was a fixture, a permanent structure
in men’s lives.

In fact it was only one disease among many others, intermingled in their



San Diego feeding the poor, a group of children and old people. A beggar holds our his begging-
bowl. Painting by Murillo (1645). (Photo Anderson-Giraudon.)

frequent travels and contagious as a result of chaotic social mixing and the vast
human reservoirs where disease could lie dormant until its next explosion. A
whole book could be written on dense civilizations, epidemics and endemic
diseases, and on the cycles according to which these determined travellers
disappear and come back. To mention only smallpox: in 1775, when inoculation
was beginning to be discussed, a medical book considered it ‘the most general
of all diseases’; ninety-five in every hundred people were affccted; one in seven
died.®s’

But a doctor today would at first glance scarcely know where he was among
these diseases, obscured by their old names and the sometimes unusual descrip-
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tions of their symptoms. Furthermore there is no guarantee that they are always
comparable to the diseases known today. Diseases change and have a history of
their own, which depends on a possible modification of bacteria and viruses and
of the human landscape in which they live.?*¢ Pure chance led Gaston Roupnel
in 1922, with the help of a parasitologist friend, to discover that the ‘purple
fever’ or purpura at Dijon and elsewhere in the seventeenth century referred to
exanthematic typhus (transmitted by fleas).’” ‘Purple fever’ was also used to
describe the disease which in about 1780 ‘mowed down the poor Parisians of the
Faubourg Saint-Marcel by the hundreds ... the gravediggers’ arms were falling
off’.1%® We still do not know exactly what it was.

What would the present-day doctor make of the plague in 1348 as described
by Guy de Chauliac, whose Grande Chirurgie went into sixty-nine editions
between 1478 and 1895? He gave two characteristic stages of the disease: first
stage, quite long (two months), fever and spitting of blood; second stage,
abscesses and pulmonary weakness. How would he diagnose the 1427 epidemic,
inexplicably christened ladendo in Paris and described as a hitherto unknown
malady? ‘It begins in the back, as if one had a bad case of kidney stones, and is
followed by the shivers; for eight to ten days one cannot drink, eat or sleep
properly.” Then there was ‘a cough which was so bad that when listening to a
sermon people could not hear what the preacher was saying because of the great
noise from the coughers’.*** This was undoubtedly some sort of special influenza
virus, like the ‘Spanish flu’ after the First World War or the ‘Asian flu’ that
invaded Europe in 1956-8. Estoile described another variety:

At the beginning of April (1595) the King (Henry 1v) became very ill with
a catarrh which distorted his whole face. Catarrhs like this were prevalent
in Paris because it was very cold there for the time of year: they caused
several strange and sudden deaths, with the plague [my italics] which spread
in diverse places in the town; they were all scourges from God, which
nonetheless produced as little visible improvement in conduct amongst the
great as amongst the small.1¢°

The sweating sickness on the other hand, la suette anglaise which ravaged
England from 1486 to 1551, has today disappeared. It seems to have affected the
heart and lungs and caused rheumatic pains; the victims had fits of shivering
and sweated profusely and were often dead within hours. There were five major
outbreaks - in 1486, 1507, 1518, 1529 and 1551 - which made many victims.
Oddly enough, the disease which almost always struck first in London, never
reached Wales or Scotland. And the epidemic of 1529, which was particularly
violent, was the only one to cross the Channel, sparing France, but striking
Holland and the Netherlands, Germany and even the Swiss cantons.¢!

And what was thediseasethat caused the epidemic in Madrid in August 1597
which, we are told, was ‘non-contagious’ and caused swelling of groin, armpit
and throat? After the fever had broken out the sufferer was either cured in five
or six days and recovered slowly; or died immediately. It must be added that
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these were poor people, who lived in damp houses and slept on the ground.¢?

There is another difficulty: different diseases break out simultaneously. ‘They
have scarcely anything in common except infection, such illnesses as diphtheria,
cholérine, typhoid fever, picotte, smallpox, purple fever, the bosse, dendo, tac
or harion, the trousse galant or mal chaud; or again whooping cough, scarlatina,
grippe, influenza.’t¢* This list was drawn up for France, but it applies elsewhere
with variations. The current diseases in England were intermittent fevers, sweat-
ing sickness, chlorosis or ‘green sickness’, jaundice, consumption, falling sickness
or epilepsy, vertigo, rheumatism, gravel, stones.¢*

The undernourished, unprotected population could offer little resistance to
these massive attacks. I must admit that I was already more than half convinced
by the Tuscan proverb I have often quoted: ‘The best remedy against malaria is
a well filled pot.” In confirmation, during the famine in Russia,'** in 1921-3, an
unimpeachable observer records that malaria broke out throughout the country
and manifested the same symptoms as in tropical zones, even as far north as the
Arctic circle. Undernourishment, on all the evidence, is a ‘multiplying’ factor in
the spread of diseases.

There is another rule with no exceptions: epidemics jump from one human
mass to another. Alonso Montecuccoli, sent to England by the Grand Duke of
Tuscany, wrote (2 September 1603) that he would cross from Boulogne and not
from Calais, where the English plague, following the trade route, had just
arrived.'® This is but a small example in comparison with the powerful waves
that began in China and India and brought the plague to the West, via the ever-
active relay points of Constantinople and Egypt. Tuberculosis was also an old
scourge of Europe: Francis 11 (tubercular meningitis), Charles 1x (pulmonary
tuberculosis) and Louis X1 (intestinal tuberculosis) all fell victim to it (1560,
1574, 1643). But a form of tuberculosis more virulent than the established variety
arrived, probably from India, in the eighteenth century. It was to become the
leading disease of Romantic Europe and of the nineteenth century as a whole.
Cholera also came from India, where it existed in an endemic state. It became
general in the Peninsula in 1817 and then burst its bounds and swelled to a
violent and terrible pandemic that soon reached Europe.

Another visitor, this time during the centuries actually covered by our study,
was syphilis. Its origins are prehistoric, primitive skeletons having been found
which bear its marks. There were known clinical cases before 1492. But syphilis
reappeared after the discovery of pre-Columbian America: it was, people have
said, the vengeance of the vanquished. Perhaps the most probable of the four or
five theories supported by doctors today is the idea that the disease appeared -
or rather reappeared - as a result of sexual relations between the two races
(the influence of the treponema pertenue on the treponema pallidum).*¢” In any
case, the terrifying character of syphilis was revealed in Barcelona from the time
of the celebrations of Columbus’ return (1493), and it then spread rapidly. It
was an epidemic, rapid and mortal illness. Within the space of four or five years
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it toured Europe, moving from one country to another under misleading names:
Neopolitan disease, mal frangais, the French disease, or lo mal francioso; France,
by virtue of its geographical position, had the doubtful honour of being most
often named as its source. The barber-surgeons of the Hotel-Dieu as early as
1503 were claiming that they could cure the disease by cauterization with red-
hot irons. This virulent form of syphilis reached China in 1506-7.1¢® Afterwards,
and with the help of mercury, it assumed its classical attenuated form in Europe,
evolving slowly with its cures and specialist hospitals (the Spittle in London).¢®
Before that stage was reached it had probably attacked every level of society at
the end of the sixteenth century, from beggars (male and female) to nobles and
princes. Malherbe, known as the Pére Luxure, ‘boasted that he had sweated out
the pox three times’.'”° Gregorio Marafion,'’! a famous historian and doctor,
added a basis of hereditary syphilis to the customary diagnosis contemporary
doctors made on Philip 1. This can be retrospectively applied, without risk of
error, to all princes of the past. Thomas Dekker (1572-1632), the dramatist, put
into words what everyone in London was thinking when he said: ‘As every
throng is sure of a pick-pocket, as sure as a whoore is of the clyents all
Michaelmas Tearme, and of the pox after the Tearme.’*"”?



A Chinese syphilis victim. Illustration from ‘Varieties of pox’, painting on silk, eighteenth
century. Bibliotheque Nationale, Paris, Cabinet des Estampes. (Photo by B.N.)

The plague

The enormous dossier of evidence on the plague is constantly growing. The
disease was at least two-fold: pulmonary plague, a new form of illness that came
to light with the pandemic of 1348 in Europe; and the older bubonic plague
(buboes form in the groin and become gangrenous). These were the marks of
God, ‘God’s tokens’ or more usually simply ‘tokens’: in French, tacs, like the
metal or leather counters tradesmen put into circulation. ‘A single one can prove
fatal ...” The Black Death (pulmonary) was due to a virus transmitted by fleas
from the Mus Rattus. It used to be said that these rats invaded Europe and its
granaries immediately after the Crusades, avenging the East as the treponema
pallidum avenged America in the early days of its discovery in 1492.

This over-simple and moralistic explanation should probably be abandoned.
The Mus Rattus, the black rat, was noticed in Europe from the eighth century,
even in the Carolingian period; the same applies to the brown rat (Mus Decu-
manus) which was not itself a carrier of plague germs and according to popular
lore eliminated the Mus Rattus, the species responsible for the epidemics. Finally,
the Black Death did not, as used to be thought, arrive in central Europe in the
thirteenth century, but in the eleventh at the latest. Moreover the brown rats
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settled in the cellars of houses, while the domestic rat chose to live in attics close
to food supplies. Their invasions overlapped before the process of exclusion
began.

All this does not mean that rats, and fleas from rats, did not play a part in
spreading disease. On the contrary, a very intensive study!”® (30,000 documents
are involved) of the outbreaks of plague at Uelzen in Lower Saxony in 1560-
1610 proves that they did. If the retreat of the disease in the eighteenth century
is to be explained by external, or as economists would say, exogenous conditions,
we can cite the substitution of stone for wooden houses after the great urban
fires of the sixteenth, seventeenth and eighteenth centuries; increased personal
and domestic cleanliness; and the removal of small domestic animals from
dwellings - all steps which discouraged the breeding of fleas. But medical
research in these fields is still continuing, and even since Yersin discovered the
specific bacillus of the plague in 1894, discoveries that could modify present
theories are still possible. For example, the bacillus itself is said to be preserved
in the soil of certain areas of Iran and capable of infecting rodents. Were these
danger zones therefore by-passed by the normal routes leading to Europe in the
eighteenth century? One hesitates to ask this question, or to say that India and
China,so frequently accused by historians, mightplead extenuating circumstances.

Whatever the cause or causes, the scourge was subdued in the West in the
eighteenth century. It made its last spectacular appearance in the famous plague
of Marseilles in 1720. But it continued to be deadly in Eastern Europe: Moscow
experienced a murderous plague in 1770. The Abbé de Mably wrote (in about
1775): ‘“The war, the plague or Pugachev have certainly carried off as many men
as the partition of Poland.’*’* Kherson in 1783 and Odessa in 1814 received
further terrible visitations. The last large-scale attacks known in Europe were
not in Russia but in the Balkans, in 1828-9 and 1841. This was the Black Death,
and once again wooden houses played a part in its spread.

Bubonic plague, for its part, remained endemic in hot and humid areas:
southern China, India and at the very gates of Europe in North Africa. The
plague of Oran (described by Albert Camus in La Peste) was in 1942.

The above account is extremely incomplete. But the over-plentiful documen-
tation defeats the historian’s good intentions by its very quantity. Preliminary
research work would be required to construct -annual charts of the localization
of the disease. They would indicate its depth, extent and repeated violence:
Besangon reported plague 40 times between 1439 and 1640; Dole fell victim in
1565, 1586, 1629, 1632 and 1637; Savoy in 1530, 1545, I55I, I564-5, 1570, I580
and 1587; in the sixteenth century the whole of the Limousin was attacked 1o
times, Orleans experienced it on 22 occasions; Seville, the heart of the world,
was hit particularly hard in 1507-8, 1571, 1582, 1595-9, 1616 and 1648-9.17°
Losses were heavy every time, even if they fell short of the chroniclers’ exagger-
ated figures, and even if there were ‘little’ plagues and some false alarms.

Detailed calculations for Bavaria from 1621 to 1635 produce appalling



Weight of Numbers 85

averages: for every 1oo deaths in a normal year, Munich counted 155 in an
abnormal year; Augsburg 195; Bayreuth 487; Landsburg 556 and Strauling 702.
Children under a year old were primarily affected on each occasion, and women
tended to be more susceptible than men.

Descriptions and examples must be compared - in the same way as all these
figures have to be investigated and compared - because they often present the
same drama, list the same more or less effective measures (quarantines, surveill-
ance, inhalants, disinfection, roadblocks, close confinement, health certificates
- Gesundbeitspdsse in Germany, cartas de salud in Spain), the same panic-
stricken suspicions and the same social pattern.

At the first sign of the disease, the rich whenever possible took hurried flight
to their country houses; no one thought of anything but himself: ‘the plague
making us cruel, as doggs, one to another’ noted Samuel Pepys in August 1665.17¢
And Montaigne tells how he wandered in search of a roof when the epidemic
reached his estate, ‘serving six months miserably as a guide’ to his ‘distracted
family, frightening their friends and themselves and causing horror wherever
they tried to settle’.?”” The poor remained alone, penned up in the contaminated
town where the State fed them, isolated them, blockaded them and kept them
under observation. Boccaccio’s Decameron is a series of conversations and
storiestold in a villa near Florence at the time of the Black Death. Maitre Nicolas
Versoris, lawyer in the Paris Parlement, left his lodgings in August 1523. But
three days after he reached his pupils’ country house at the ‘Grange Bateliere’,
then outside Paris, his wife died of the disease - an exception that confirms the
value of the customary precaution. The plague in Paris in that summer of 1523
once again struck at the poor. Versoris wrote in his Livre de Raison: ‘death was
principally directed towards the poor so that only a very few of the Paris porters,
who used to run errands for a few pence and who had lived there in large
numbers before the misfortune, were left. ... As for the district of Petiz Champs,
the whole area was cleared of poor people who previously lived there in large
numbers.’*”® One bourgeois from Toulouse placidly wrote in 15671: ‘the aforesaid
contagious disease only attacks poor people ... let God in his mercy be satisfied
with that.... The rich protect themselves against it.’*”® J.-P. Sartre was right
when he wrote, ‘The plague only exaggerates the relationship between the
classes: it strikes at the poor and spares the rich.” In Savoy, when an epidemic
was over, rich people, before returning to their carefully disinfected houses,
would instal a poor woman inside for a few weeks, as a sort of guinea pig, to
test at risk of her life whether the danger had really departed.*®

Plague also multiplied what we would call dereliction of duty: municipal
magistrates, officers and prelates forgot their responsibilities; in France whole
parlements emigrated (Grenoble 1467, 1589, 1596; Bordeaux 1471, 1585; Besan-
con 1519; Rennes 1563, 1564). Cardinal d’Armagnac quite naturally forsook his
town of Avignon, when it was affected by the disease in 1580, for Bedarrides
and then Sorgues; he only returned after ten months’ absence when all danger
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A procession against the plague, led by the Pope. A monk has collapsed in the street. From the
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had disappeared. ‘He could say,” a bourgeois of Avignon noted in his journal,
‘the opposite of the Gospel, Ego sum pastor et non cognovi oves meas.’*® So
who are we to blame Montaigne, mayor of Bordeaux, who did not resume his
post at the time of the 1585 epidemic, or Francois Dragonet of Fogasses, rich
Avignon citizen of Italian origin, whose leases provided for a time when he
would be obliged to leave the town (which he did in 1588, during a fresh plague)
and lodge with his farmers: ‘In case of contagion (God forbid), they will give me
aroom at the house ... and I will be able to put my horses in the stable on my
way there and back, and they will give me a bed for myself.”*2 When plague
broke out in London in 1664 the Court left the town for Oxford and the richest
members of the population hastened to follow suit with their hurriedly assembled
families, servants and baggage. There was no litigation in the capital; ‘the
lawyers were all in the country’; ten thousand houses were abandoned, some
with deal planks nailed over doors and windows; doomed houses were marked
with a cross in red chalk.!®® It is remarkable how closely Daniel Defoe’s retro-
spective (1720) account of the 1664 plague of London corresponds to the cus-
tomary pattern, repeated thousands of times with the same actions (the dead
thrown ‘for the most part on to a cart like common dung’),!** the same pre-
cautions, despair and social discrimination.*®’



Weight of Numbers 87

No disease today, however great its ravages, gives rise to comparable acts of
folly or collective dramas.

A careful observer who escaped the plague at Florence in 1637 (it was the
great adventure of his life) describes the barricaded houses and empty streets,
forbidden to all but food suppliers; the occasional priest might pass by, but more
frequently it would be a patrol; sometimes the coach of a privileged individual
granted rare permission to break the seals on his own house. Florence was dead:
no business activities and no religious services - except for the odd mass which
the officiant celebrated at the corner of the street and in which the people
participated from behind closed windows.!#¢

Father Maurice de Tolon, writing about the plague of Genoa in 1656, in
Le Capucin charitable, enumerated the precautions to be taken: do not talk to
any suspect person from the town when the wind is blowing from him towards
you; burn aromatics for disinfection; wash or better still burn clothes and linen
belonging to suspected cases; above all pray; and help the guards. The extremely
wealthy town of Genoa, the background to these comments, was subjected to
clandestine looting because its rich palaces were abandoned. Meanwhile the
dead piled up in the streets; the only way to rid the town of carcasses was to
load them on to boats which were put out to sea and burned. As a sixteenth-
century specialist, I must admit that the scenes presented by the plague-stricken
towns in the following century, and their fatal losses, have long surprised me
and continue to do so. The situation clearly deteriorated from one century to

Cattle plague in 1745. Dutch engraving by J. Erssen. (Rotterdam, Atlas Van Stolk.)
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the next. Plague occurred in Amsterdam every year from 1622 to 1628 (the toll:
35,000 dead). It struck Paris in 1612, 1619, 1631, 1638, 1662, 1668 (the last).18®
It should be noted that after 1612 in Paris ‘the sick were forcibly removed from
their homes and transferred to the Hopital Saint-Louis and to the maison de
Santé in the faubourg Saint-Marcel’.*® Plague struck London five times between
1593 and 1664-5, claiming, it is said, a total of 156,463 victims.

Everything improved in the eighteenth century. Yet the plague of 1720 in
Toulon and Marseilles was extremely virulent. According to one historian, a
good half of the population of Marseilles succumbed.'®® The streets were full of
‘half-rotted bodies, gnawed by dogs’.***

The cycle of diseases

Diseases appear and alternately establish themselves or retreat. Some die out.
This happened in the case of leprosy, which may well have been conquered in
Europe in the fourteenth or fifteenth centuries by draconian isolation measures.
(Today, strangely enough, lepers at large never spread infection.) It was also
true of cholera, which disappeared from Europe during the nineteenth century;
of smallpox, which seems to have been eliminated for good during recent years;
and it may be true of tuberculosis and syphilis, which are now in retreat before
the miracle of antibiotics. One cannot, however, make any definite claims for
the future, because syphilis is said to be reappearing today with some virulence.
This had also been true of plague: after a long absence between the eighth and
the fourteenth century, it broke out violently as the Black Death in 1348, ushering
in a new plague cycle which did not die out until the eighteenth century.!*?
In fact these virulent attacks and retreats might have originated from the fact
that humanity had lived behind barriers for so long, dispersed, as it were, on
different planets, so that the exchange of contagious germs between one group
and another led to catastrophic surprise attacks, depending on the extent to
which each had its own habits, resistance or weakness in relation to the patho-
genic agent concerned. This is demonstrated with amazing clarity in a recent
book by William H. MacNeill.*** Ever since man escaped from his primitive
brutishness and came to dominate all other living creatures, he has exerted over
them the macroparasitism of the predator. But he is at the same time constantly
attacked and besieged by minute organisms - germs, bacilli and viruses - and is
thus a prey to microparasitism. Is this mighty struggle at some deep level the
essential history of mankind? It is perpetuated by linked chains of living beings:
the pathogen which may, under certain circumstances survive independently,
usually passes from one living organism to another. Man, who is one, but not
the only target of this continual bombardment, adapts himself, secretes anti-
bodies and may arrive at an acceptable equilibrium with these foreign creatures
that live with him. But the process of adaptation and immunity takes time. If
some pathogen escapes from its ‘biological niche’ and is unleashed on a hitherto
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untouched population which has not acquired natural defences, the result is a
catastrophic epidemic. MacNeill thinks, and he may well be right, that the
pandemic of 1348 which we call the Black Death and which ravaged virtually
the whole of Europe, was the result of Mongol expansion which reactivated the
silk routes and made it easier for pathogens to travel across continental Asia.
Similarly, when the Europeans at the end of the fifteenth century unified the
trade routes of the world, pre-Columbian America was in turn struck a terrible
blow by diseases previously unknown there, which the Europeans brought with
them. In return, a new form of syphilis struck Europe and reached China in
record time, by the early sixteenth century, whereas maize and sweet potatoes
which were both ‘American’ in origin did not arrive in the Far East until the last
years of the century.'®® Nearer home, a similar biological drama occurred in
1832, when cholera from India arrived in Europe.

But it is not only a question of man’s greater or lesser vulnerability, or greater
or lesser immunity to infection, in these cases of diseases which first attack then
retreat. Historians of medicine have suggested, rightly in my view, that every
pathogenic agent has its own history, which runs parallel to that of its victims,
and that the evolution of diseases largely depends upon changes, and sometimes
mutations, in the agents themselves. Here lies the cause of the complicated
advances and retreats of disease, the surprise appearances or epidemic outbreaks,
and the quiescence and sometimes complete disappearance of certain illnesses.
One example, with which we are today familiar, of mutations in a microbe or
virus, is that of the disease we call grippe, or influenza.

The word grippe, denoting a disease which ‘seizes’ or takes hold of its
victims, may only date from the spring of 1743.1°5 But the illness itself is known,
or thought, to have existed in Europe since the twelfth century. It was one of the
diseases unknown in the Americas, and it decimated the Indian population there
when it arrived. In 1588, it laid low (but did not kill) the entire population of
Venice, to the point where the Grand Council was empty - something that never
happened during outbreaks of plague; and the epidemic did not stop there, but
spread to Milan, France, Catalonia and the Americas.**® Influenza or grippe was
already the disease that spreads ‘like wildfire’, just as it is today. Voltaire, on 10
January 1768 wrote: “The grippe, on its way round the world, has passed through
our little Siberia (Ferney, near Geneva) and has attacked my old and sickly face
a little.” But a multitude of symptoms are covered by the generic name: to
mention only the most famous outbreaks, the so-called ‘Spanish influenza’ of
1918 - which caused more deaths than the First World War - was not at all the
same disease as the ‘Asian flu’ of 1957. In fact, there are several different strains
of influenza, and if vaccines against them are not entirely reliable, it is because
the influenza virus is undergoing constant and rapid mutation. The vaccines are
almost always one epidemic behind. Indeed in some laboratories, in order to get
ahead in the race against time, efforts have been made to make current flu viruses
mutate in test tubes, so as to combine in a single vaccine all the possible mutants
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which might correspond to future outbreaks. The flu virus is perhaps a parti-
cularly unstable one, but other pathogenic agents may well have been trans-
formed with the passage of time. This might explain the variations in tubercu-
losis, which is by turns mild and virulent; or the waning in the strain of cholera
originating in Bengal, which may be being replaced today by a strain from
Indonesia; or the appearance of new and sometimes relatively short-lived dis-
eases, like the ‘sweating-sickness’ in sixteenth-century England.

1400-1800: a long-lasting biological ancien régime

So the human battle for existence was waged on at least two fronts: against the
scarcity and inadequacy of the food supply - this was ‘macro-parasitism’ - and
against the many and insidious forms of disease that lay in wait. On both fronts,
mankind was in a precarious situation throughout the ancien régime. Before the
nineteenth century, wherever he lived, man could only count on a short expec-
tation of life, with a few extra years in the case of the rich. ‘Notwithstanding the
baneful luxuries in which the European rich indulge, and the disorders of
repletion, inactivity and vice to which they are subject,’ according to one English
traveller (1793), ‘the mean duration of their lives exceeds about ten years that of
their inferiors, whom excessive fatigue has contributed to wear out before their
time; whom poverty has deprived of the means of proportional comfort and
subsistence.’*®’

This separate demography for the rich is lost in the scale of our averages. In
the Beauvaisis in the seventeenth century 25 to 33% of new-born children died
within twelve months; only 50% reached their twentieth year.!*® Thousands of
details demonstrate the precariousness and brevity of life in those far-off times.
‘No one was surprised to see the young Dauphin, Charles (the future Charles v)
govern France at the age of seventeen, in 1356, and disappear in 1380 at forty-
two with the reputation of a wise old man.”** Anne de Montmorency, the
Connétable who died on horseback at the battle of Porte Saint-Denis at the
age of seventy-four (1567) was an exception. The emperor Charles v was an old
man when he abdicated at Ghent in 1555 at the age of fifty-five. His son, Philip 11,
whodied at seventy-one (1598), had aroused the liveliest hopes and fears amongst
his contemporaries at each danger signal during his twenty-year period of failing
health. Finally none of the royal families escaped the terrifying rate of infant
mortality of the period. A ‘guide’ to Paris in 17222 lists the names of princes
and princesses laid to rest since 1662 in the Val-de-Grace founded by Anne of
Austria: they are mainly children a few days, months or years old.

The poor endured an even harsher fate. In 1754 an ‘English’ author could
still note: ‘Far from being well-to-do, the peasants in France do not even have
the necessary subsistence; they are a breed of men who begin to decline before
they are forty for lack of a return proportionate to their efforts: humanity suffers
by comparing them with other men and above all with our English peasants.
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With the French labourers, their external appearance alone proves the deterior-
ation of their bodies.’?%*

As for Europeans who lived outside their continent, and were unwilling ‘to
subject themselves to the habits and diet of the countries to which they have
newly come and obstinately pursue their own fantasies and passions there ...
[the result is that] they find their own graves’.2°? These reflexions of the Spaniard
Coreal, apropos of Porto Belo, are echoed by the Frenchman Chardin, and by
the German Niebuhr, who attributed the high mortality among Englishmen in
India principally to their own misguidedness, their excessive consumption of
meat and the ‘violent wines of Portugal’, which they drank during the heat of
the day, and their exceedingly tight clothing, designed for European climates
and very different from the ‘loose and floating’ garments of the natives.?®* But
if Bombay was ‘the graveyard of the English’, the city’s climate had something
to do with it: it was so lethal that there was a proverb “Two monsoons in
Bombay are a man’s lifetime’.2* At both Goa, where the Portuguese lived in
great style, and Batavia, another pleasure city for the European, the other side
of an elegant and expensive existence was the frightful mortality rate.?®* Rough
colonial America was no more charitable. Remarking upon the death of George
Washington’s father, Augustine, at the age of forty-nine, a historian wrote: ‘But
he died too soon. To succeed in Virginia, you had to survive your rivals,
neighbours and wives.’2%

The same applied to non-Europeans. At the end of the seventeenth century
a traveller in Siam remarked: ‘Despite the abstemiousness which prevails
amongst the Siamese ... they do not appear to live any longer’ than people in
Europe.?”” A Frenchman wrote of the Turks in 1766: ‘Although the Turkish
physicians and surgeons do not have the knowledge that our Faculties of Med-
icine and surgery claim to have had for a hundred years, they live as old as we
do, if they can escape the terrible scourge of the plague which continually
devastates this Empire.’2®® Osman Aga, a Turkish interpreter who learnt German
during a long period of captivity in 1688-99 and described his life in Christendom
in a lively and sometimes picaresque fashion, was married twice. Only two
children of the three daughters and five sons born of his first marriage survived;
his second marriage produced three children with only two survivors.?*

These then are the facts that go to make up the biological ancien régime we
are discussing: a number of deaths roughly equivalent to the number of births;
very high infant mortality, famine; chronic under-nourishment; and formidable
epidemics. These pressures hardly relaxed even with the advances made in the
eighteenth century, and then at different rates in different places of course. Only
a certain section of Europe, and not even all of Western Europe, began to break
free of them.

The advance was slow. We historians run the risk of exaggerating its pace.
Renewed outbreaks of mortality still marked the whole of the eighteenth century
in France as we have already mentioned. They are also evident in the decennial
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averages for Bremen (where deaths exceeded births from 1710 to 1729 and from
1740 to 1799); at Konigsberg in Prussia where deaths ran at an average rate of
32-8 per 1000 for the period from 1782 to 1802 but reached 465 in 1772, 45 in
1775 and 46 in 1776.*"° Think of the repeated bereavements in the family of
Johann Sebastian Bach. J.P. Siissmilch, the founder of social statistics, said in
1765: ‘In Germany ... peasant and poor die without ever having employed the
slightest remedy. No one ever thinks of the doctor, partly because he is too far
away, partly ... because he is too expensive.”*!! The same story comes from
Burgundy at the same period: ‘The surgeons live in the town and never leave it
without a fee.” At Cassy-les-Vitteaux, a visit from a doctor and medicaments
cost forty-odd livres. ‘The unfortunate inhabitants today would rather die than
call in surgeons to help them.’?*?

And women were terribly vulnerable because of repeated childbirth. How-
ever, although boys were more numerous than girls at birth (102 boys are still
being born forevery roo girls today) all the figures we possess since the sixteenth
century show that there were more women than men in the towns and even in
the country (with a few exceptions, including Venice for a short period and later
St Petersburg). The villages of Castille, where investigations were made in 1575
and 1576, all had a surplus of widows.?*?

In any summing-up of the major characteristics of this ancien régime, the
important thing to isolate is probably its capacity for short-term revival, which
was as powerful if not as rapid as the sudden disasters that struck down the
living. In the long term, compensatory movements set in imperceptibly but
ultimately had the last word. The ebb never entirely removed what the preceding
tide had brought in. This difficult and miraculous long-term rise was the triumph
of the force of numbers, on which so much depended.

The many against the few

Numbers dictate the division and organization of the world. They give each
mass of population its own particular weight, and thereby virtually command
its levels of culture and efficiency, its biological (and even economic) patterns of
growth, and indeed its pathological destiny: the densely populated countries of
China, India and Europe are great reservoirs of disease, which may lie dormant
or come to life, and are quick to spread.

But numbers also affect the relations between one population centre and
another, relations reflected not only in the history of peacetime - trade, exchange
and barter - but also in the long history of war. A book devoted to material life
can scarcely ignore war. It is a multiform activity, always present, even at the
earliest historical level. And numbers pre-determine its most obvious features,
lines of force, repetitions and typologies. In battle, as in everyday life, there is no



Street scene in Goa, at the end of the sixteenth century. Bibliothéque Nationale,
Paris, Cabinet des Estampes. (Photo Giraudon.)

equality of opportunity. Groups can be almost unerringly classified according to
their numbers into masters and subjects, proletarians and privileged, faced with
the possibilities, the normal opportunities of the time.

In this sphere as in others, numbers are certainly not the only factors at
work. Technology weighs heavily in war, as well as in peace. But even if
technology does not favour all dense populations equally, it is none the less
always a product of numbers. These statements seem obvious to twentieth-
century man. Numbers to him mean civilization, power, the future. But could
the same be said of earlier times? Numerous examples immediately suggest the
contrary. However paradoxical it may seem - and it seemed paradoxical to
Fustel de Coulanges®'* examining the respective fates of Rome and Germania
just before the barbarian invasions - the unsophisticated and less numerous side
sometimes won or seemed to win, as Hans Delbriick demonstrated by calculating
the ridiculously small number of barbarians who conquered Rome.?**

Against the barbarians

When civilizations are defeated or seem to be defeated, the conqueror is always
a ‘barbarian’. It is a figure of speech. A barbarian to a Greek was anyone who
was not Greek, to a Chinaman anyone not Chinese. The great pretext for
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European colonization in the past was bringing ‘civilization’ to barbarians and
primitive peoples. Of course, it was the civilized peoples who gave the barbarian
his reputation, and at best he only half deserved it. We need not go to the other
extreme and take literally the defence of Attila by the historian Rechid Saffet
Atabinen,?!¢ but what certainly does require revision is the myth of barbarian
strength. Whenever the barbarian won, it was because he was already more than
half civilized. He had spent a long time in an antechamber and knocked not
once but ten times before gaining admission to the house. He was, if not
completely civilized, at least deeply imbued with the adjacent civilization.

This is what the classic case of the Teutons confronting the Roman Empire
in the fifth century proves. But the process was also constantly repeated in the
history of the Arabs, Turks, Mongols, Manchus and Tartars. The Turks and
Turcomans were the transporters and caravaners par excellence on the routes
from central Asia to the Caspian and Iran. They visited adjacent civilizations
and often became completely integrated into them. The Mongols of Ghengis
Khan and Kublai Khan, though barely (if at all) emerged from their Shamanism,
do not give the impression of unsophisticated barbarism. They soon fell captive
to Chinese civilization in the east and to visions of Islam in the west, and became
divided and uprooted from their own destiny. The Manchus, who conquered
Pekingin 1644 and then the rest of China, were a mixed people. Mongol elements
were numerous, but Chinese peasants had moved into Manchuria beyond the
Great Wall of China very early on. Barbarians if you like, but imbued with
Chinese influence beforehand, and driven to their conquest by the social and
economic difficulties of the huge land of China by a sort of remote control.

Above all, the barbarian only triumphed in the short term. He was very
rapidly absorbed by the conquered civilization. The Germans ‘barbarized’ the
Empire and then drowned in the land of wine;**” the Turks became the standard-
bearers of Islam from the twelfth century; Mongols, then Manchus, were lost
amongst the Chinese masses. The door of the conquered house closed behind
the barbarian.

The disappearance of the great nomads before the seventeenth century

It must also be noted that the ‘barbarians’ who were a real danger to civilization
belonged almost entirely to one category of men: the nomads of the deserts and
steppes in the heart of the Old World - and it was only the Old World that
experienced this extraordinary breed of humanity. These arid and abandoned
lands formed an endless explosive fuse from the Atlantic to the waters of the
Pacific. It burst into flames at the slightest spark and burned along its entire
length. For when a dispute arose among these horse- and camel-men, as harsh
on each other as they were on other peoples, or a drought or population increase
drove them out from their pasturage, they invaded their neighbours’ lands. As



Mongol horsemen hunting (fifteenth century). Topkapi Museum, Istanbul.
(Photo Roland Michaud-Rapho.)

year followed year, the repercussions from these movements extended over
thousands of miles.

They represented speed and surprise at a period when everything moved
slowly. On the Polish frontier, the alarm that any threat of Tartar cavalry
regularly set off, even in the seventeenth century, almost immediately caused a
mass levy. Fortresses had to be equipped and stores laid in, and if there was still
time, guns supplied, horsemen mobilized and barricades set up. If, as on so many
occasions, the raid succeeded - across the mountains and the empty spaces of
Transylvania for example - it hit town and countryside like a scourge, beyond
comparison even with what the Turks did. At least the Turks customarily
withdrew their troops at the start of winter, after Saint George’s Day. The
Tartars remained on the spot, wintering with their families, eating the country-
side down to the root.?*®

Furthermore these raids (we can recapture the sense of terror they created
from contemporary Western news-sheets) were nothing compared with the great
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nomad conquests in China and the Indies. Europe had the advantage of escaping
them, despite various recorded episodes (Huns, Avars, Hungarians, Mongols).
It was protected by the barrier of the Eastern peoples. Its peace was founded on
their misfortunes.

The nomads’ strength also lay in the carelessness and relative weakness of
the men who held the approaches to the civilizations. Northern China was
underpopulated before the eighteenth century - an empty space for anyone to
enter. In India the Muslims took the Punjab early on - in the tenth century - and
thenceforth the gates to Iran and the Khyber Pass stood open. The strength of
the barriers in eastern and south-eastern Europe varied from century to century.
The nomads’ world rotated between these areas of negligence, weakness and
sometimes ineffectual vigilance. A physical law drew them now westwards, now
eastwards, according to whether their explosive life would ignite more easily in
Europe, Islam, India or China. Eduard Fueter’s classic work drew attention to
the existence, in 1494, of a cyclonic zone, an enormous vacuum over the frag-
mented Italy of princes and urban republics.?*® All Europe was attracted towards
this storm-creating area of low pressure. In the same way hurricanes persistently
blew the peoples of the steppes eastwards or westwards, according to the lines
of least resistance.
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For example, China under the Mings drove the Mongols out in 1368 and
burned their greatcentre at Karakorum in the Gobi desert.??° But the long period
of inertia that followed the victory caused a powerful nomad return eastwards.
The space created behind the advance of their first waves tended to attract new
ones and the movement had repercussions farther and farther westwards, at
intervals of one, two, ten and twenty years. The Nogais crossed the Volga from
west to east in about 1400, and it was then that the turn of the tide was felt in
Europe. The peoples who had flowed towards the West and frail Europe for
over two centuries now turned eastwards for the next two or three, attracted by
the weakness of distant China. Our map summarizes this change of direction.
Its decisive episodes were the conquest of northern India by Baber (1526) and
the capture of Peking by the Manchus in 1644. The hurricane had once again
struck India and China.

In the west, as a result, Europe was breathing more easily. The Russian
seizure of Kazan and Astrakhan in 1551 and 1556 was not achieved solely by
gunpowder and arquebuses; reduced nomadic pressure in southern Russia also
facilitated the Russian drive towards the black earth country of the Volga, Don
and Dniester. In the course of this action, old Muscovy lost a number of its
peasants, who fled from the strict authority of their lords. The land they aban-
doned passed into the hands of new arrivals: peasants from the Baltic countries
and Poland. The gaps this group left unoccupied were filled in their turn, and at
the appropriate moment, by peasants from Brandenburg or Scotland. It was a
sort of a relay race. This is the view that two distinguished historians, Alexandre
and Eugene Kulischer, take of this silent history, this man-slide from Germany
to China. Its currents run underground, as though concealed beneath the skin of
history.

Later the conquest of China by the Manchus led to a new order in the 1680s.
Northern China, protected and shielded by advance posts - Manchuria, where
the conquerors had come from, then Mongolia, Turkestan and Tibet - was
repopulated. The Russians, who had seized Siberia without opposition, met
Chinese resistance along the valley of the Amur and were obliged to recognize
the treaty of Nertchinsk (7 September 1689). The Chinese consequently reached
from the Great Wall to the neighbourhood of the Caspian Sea. Even before this
success, the manifold world of pastoral peoples had turned back towards the
west, crossing in the opposite direction the narrow gateway of Dzungaria, the
classic route for migration between Mongolia and Turkestan. Only this time the
vast masses in flight no longer found a door open to receive them. In the west
they met resistance from a new Russia under Peter the Great and the forts,
strongholds and towns of Siberia and the lower Volga. Russian literature in the
following century is full of accounts of these repeated battles.

In fact, this marked the end of the great career of the nomads. Gunpowder
had triumphed over speed. Even before the end of the eighteenth century civil-
ization had won at Peking and Moscow, Delhi and Teheran (after the lively
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Afghan crisis). The nomads, condemned to stay at home, appeared in their true
colours: a poor section of humanity, put in its place and from now on accepting
it. In short, they represent an exceptional case of a long parasitical existence
that came to an end once and for all. It is almost a marginal episode despite its
very widespread repercussions.

The conquest of space

As a general rule, the civilizations played and won. They took over ‘cultures’
and primitive peoples. And they also took over unoccupied territory. In such
cases, the most advantageous, everything had to be built up from scratch, but
this was the Europeans’ great good fortune in three-quarters of America. The
Russians enjoyed the same advantage in Siberia, and the British in Australia and
New Zealand. How lucky it would have been for the whites in South Africa if
the Boers and the British had not been faced with a large and growing black
population! ’

In Brazil the primitive Indian slipped away when the Portuguese appeared.
The Paulist bandeiras scattered over more or less empty land. In less than a
century the adventurers from Sdo Paulo had overrun, although not colonized,
half the South-American continent, from the Rio de la Plata to the Amazon and
Andes, in their pursuit of slaves, preciousstones and gold. They met no resistance
until the Jesuits formed their Indian reserves, which the paulistas shamelessly
pillaged.

The same process was repeated by the French and British in North America
and the Spaniards in the north Mexican deserts, faced with a few primitive
Chichimec Indians. They were still being systematically hunted down in the
seventeenth century; every year, starting from November, they were run to earth
‘like wild animals’. Things were more difficult in Argentina and particularly in
Chile, because the Indian had at least acquired the horse from his conqueror;
the Araucanians continued to be tough adversaries until the beginning of the
twentieth century.??! The real issue was not conquest of men (they were anni-
hilated) but of space. From now on it was distance that had to be conquered. In
the sixteenth century the means of this silent conquest were the slow carts from
the Argentine pampas drawn by pairs of oxen, the caravans of mules from
Iberian America or the covered wagons of the nineteenth-century westwards
trek in the United States. The journey invariably ended at the colonial frontier,
a pioneer zone from which everything sprang up. The colonists’ life started from
rock bottom in this distant border country: their numbers were too few for
social life to impose itself; everyone was his own master. This attractive anarchy
lasted for some time before order was established. Meanwhile the frontier would
have moved a little farther towards the interior and the same temporary anarchic
scenes would be re-enacted. This is the moving frontier that F.J. Turner
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romantically interpreted (1921) as the real birth of America and of its strongest
original characteristics.?*

The easy conquest of empty or almost empty space also lay open to the great
Russian expansion in the sixteenth century, when salt merchants, fur-hunters
and Cossacks successfully took possession of Siberia. Sharp resistance broke out
butsoon collapsed. Towns sprang up - fortresses, road stations, bridges, staging-
posts for carriages, horses and sledges (Tobolsk in 1587, Okhotsk in 1648,
Irkutsk near Lake Baikal in 1652). For a certain doctor of Swiss origin with the
Russian armies,??* Siberia even in 1815 was remembered only by exhausting days
on horseback which could only end when a small stronghold or town offering
the necessary accommodation had been reached. If a merchant travelling by
sledge in winter missed his stopping point he ran the risk of being irretrievably
buried beneath the snow with his retinue, animals and merchandise. A road and
urban system slowly took shape. The Amur basin was reached in 1643, the
immense Kamtchatka peninsula discovered in 1696. Russian explorers reached
Alaska in the following century and colonists settled there in 1799. These were
rapid but precarious acquisitions and all the more remarkable for that. When
Bering moved to Okhotsk for his voyages of discovery in 1726 he found only a
few Russian families in the citadel there. In 1719 John Bell travelled on a main

road to Siberia and ‘for six days saw neither houses nor inhabitants’.22*

The resistance of cultures

When the advance was no longer into empty space everything became more
complicated. This is quite a different story. There is no possibility of confusing
the Ostsiedlung, the famous ‘Germanic colonization’ of eastern lands, and the
saga of the American frontier, despite the efforts of comparative history. Colon-
ists from Germania in the broad sense (often from Lorraine or the Netherlands)
settled east of the Elbe from the twelfth to the thirteenth century and even in the
fourteenth, by means of political or social arrangements, and also by force. The
newcomers built their villages in the midst of vast forest clearings, laid out their
houses along the roads, probably introduced heavy ploughs with iron plough-
shares, created towns and imposed German law on both these and the Slav
towns - the Magdeburg law for the mainland and the Liibeck for the seas. This
involved an immense migration. But the colonization took place within an
already established Slav people with fairly solid organizational structures capable
of resisting the newcomers, and if necessary of swallowing them up. Germania’s
misfortune was its late formation and the fact that it only began its march
eastwards after the settlement of the Slav peoples, who were more firmly attached
to their land and established in their towns (this is proved by excavations) than
was formerly believed.??*

The same process recurs in connection with Russian expansion, not in
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Siberia, which was almost empty, but again in the sixteenth century towards the
southern rivers,??* Volga, Don and Dniester. This expansion was also marked
by widespread peasant colonization. The steppe between the Volga and the
Black Sea was not densely settled but was overrun by nomad peoples - the
Nogais and Tartars from the Crimea. These formidable horsemen were the
vanguard of Islam and of the vast Turkish empire that supported them and
occasionally threw them forward. It had even saved them from the Russians by
supplying them with firearms, an asset the defenders of the khanates of Kazan
and Astrakhan had lacked.??” They were therefore not adversaries to be scorned.
Tartar raids took them to the near-by lands of Transylvania, Hungary, Poland
and Muscovy, which they cruelly devastated. In 1572, one of their raids captured
Moscow. The Tartars sold innumerable Slav prisoners (Russians and Poles) as
slaves on the Istanbul market. It is known that Peter the Great’s attempt to open
‘a window’ on the Black Sea in 1696 failed; the failure was not made good until
Catherine 1’s reign a hundred years later. Even then the Tartars were not
_eliminated; they remained in occupation until the Second World War.

Colonization by Russian peasants would in any case have been unthinkable
without the strongholds and military ‘marches’ and without the help of those
outlaws the Cossacks. As horsemen, they could counter an adversary with
extreme mobility; as boatmen, they went up and down the rivers, carrying their
boats from one reach to another; some 8oo of them came from the Tanais in
about 1690 to throw their canoes into the Volga in pursuit of the ‘Kalmyck
Tartars’; as sailors, they pirated the Black Sea in boats crammed with sail, from
the end of the sixteenth century.??® This side of modern Russia was therefore
not built on a tabula rasa - any more than the Russian advance into the Caucasus
or Turkestan in the nineteenth century (which once again brought it face to face
with Islam) took place effortlessly or without surprise.

Other examples could support this account: the late and ephemeral coloni-
zation of Black Africa by the European powers in the nineteenth century or the
conquest of Mexico and Peru by the Spaniards. These immature civilizations,
which were really cultures, collapsed in the face of a small number of men.
Today these countries are once more Indian or African.

A culture is a civilization that has not yet achieved maturity, its greatest
potential, nor consolidated its growth. Meanwhile - and the waiting period can
be protracted - adjacent civilizations exploit it in a thousand ways, which is
natural if not particularly just. History is full of examples of this type of economic
exploitation; the trade along the coasts of the Gulf of Guinea, a familiar feature
from the sixteenth century, is typical. The Kaffirs of Mozambique on the shores
of the Indian Ocean claimed that if the monkeys ‘do not talk it is because they
are afraid that they will be.made to work’.??* But they themselves made the
mistake of talking and buying cotton goods and selling gold dust. The strong
always adopted the same very simple tactics: the Phoenicians and Greeks in their
trading-posts and colonies; the Arab merchants on the Zanzibar coast from the
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eleventh century; the Venetians and Genoese at Caffa and Tana in the thirteenth
century; and the Chinese in the Indian Archipelago, which had been their market
for gold dust, spices, pepper, slaves, precious woods and swallows’ nests even
before the thirteenth century. During the period covered by this book, a host of
Chinese transporters, merchants, usurers, pedlarsand middlemen exploited these
‘colonial’ markets. If China remained so uninventive and so backward at the
capitalist level, despite its intellectual power and its discoveries (paper money
forexample), it is to the extent that this exploitation was so easy and widespread.
The Chinese had things too easy.

It is only a step from market to colony. The exploited have only to cheat, or
to protest, and conquest immediately follows. But it has been proved that the
cultures, the semi-civilizations (the term is even applicable to the Tartars in the
Crimea) were no mean adversaries. They were pushed back but they reappeared;
they were stubborn enough to survive. They could not be permanently deprived
of their future.

Civilization against civilization

When civilizations clash the consequences are dramatic. Today’s world is still
embroiled in them. One civilization can get the better of another: India’s tragedy
resulted from the British victory at Plassey (1757), which marked the beginning
of a new era for Britain and the whole world. Not that Plassey (or rather Palassy,
near present-day Calcutta) was an exceptional victory. The French could claim
that Dupleix or Bussy were just as successful. But Plassey had immense conse-
quences, which is how great events are recognized: they have a sequel. In the
same way the absurd Opium War (1840-2) marked the beginning of a century
of ‘inequality’ for China, colonized without really being so. As for Islam, it
foundered completely in the nineteenth century, with the possible exception of
Turkey. But China, India and Islam (or rather its various parts) recovered their
independence with the series of decolonization measures after 1945.

So certain stormy conquests looked at retrospectively, through the eyes of
men today, seem like episodes, whatever their duration. They are achieved
quickly or slowly. Then, one fine day, they collapse like stage sets.

I am not suggesting that the path of history, thus telescoped and simplified,
has been entirely dominated by numbers. It is not simply a question of strength
or sheer weight. But numbers have mattered, throughout the centuries and we
would do well to remember it. They provide one of the regular explanations, or
rather constraints or constants of material life. If one neglects the role played by
war for instance, a whole social, political and cultural (religious) area is imme-
diately left out of account. And exchanges lose their meaning, since they are
often unequal. Europe cannot be understood without its slaves and its subject
economies. China similarly cannot be understood if we ignore the savage cultures
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within the country that defied it and the distant conquered lands outside it that
lived in its orbit. All these things figure in the balance of material life.

We have used numbers to give a first glimpse of the different destinies of the
world between the fifteenth and the eighteenth centuries. Men were divided into
great masses as unevenly equipped to deal with their material life as the different
groups within a given society. Thus the collective personalities who will be
introduced in the pages that follow are presented on a world scale. They will
appear even more in the second volume, which will be devoted to the pre-
eminence of economic life and capitalism; categories that probably separate the
world more sharply than material life, into developed and backward regions,
according to a classification with which the dramatic reality of the present world
has made us familiar.



Daily Bread

MEN’s DIET between the fifteenth and the eighteenth centuries essentially con-
sisted of vegetable foods. This was clearly the case in pre-Columbian America
and Black Africa, and strikingly so in the Asiatic rice-growing civilizations, not
only in earlier times but today. The early settlement and then the spectacular
increase in population in the Far East were only possible because of the small
amount of meat eaten. The reasons for this are very simple. If the choices of an
economy are determined solely by adding up calories, agriculture on a given
surface area will always have the advantage over stock-raising; one way or
another it feeds ten to twenty times as many people. Montesquieu made the
point with reference to the rice-growing countries: ‘Land which elsewhere is
used to feed animals there directly serves as sustenance for men.”

But everywhere in the world, and not only from the fifteenth to the eighteenth
centuries, any population-increase beyond a certain level means greater recourse
to vegetable foods. The choice between cereals and meat depends on the number
of people. This is one of the great tests of material life: ‘Tell me what you eat,
and I will tell you who you are.” A German proverb using a play on words, says
the same thing: Der Mensch ist was er isst (man is what he eats).? His food bears
witness to his social status and his civilization or culture.

A journey from a culture to a civilization, or from a low density of population
to a relatively high one (or vice versa), can mean significant changes in diet for
a traveller. Jenkinson, the leading merchant of the Muscovy Company, arrived
in Moscow in 1558 from distant Archangel and proceeded down the Volga.
Before reaching Astrakhan, he saw on the river bank ‘a great heard of Nagay
Tartars’. These were nomadic shepherds (‘towne or house they had none’) who
robbed and murdered and knew none but the skills of war, who neither ploughed
nor sowed, and who had nothing but scorn for the Russians they fought. How
could such Christians, they said, be men, since they not only ate wheat, ‘the top
of a weede’, but drank it too (since beer and vodka were made from grain). The
Nagays drank milk and ate meat, which was quite different. Jenkinson continued
his journey across the deserts of Turkestan, risking death from thirst or hunger.
When he reached the valley of the Amu Dar’ya, he found fresh water, mares’

104



Daily Bread 105

milk and meat from wild horses, but no bread.?> The same differences and the
same exchange of insults between herdsmen and husbandmen were just as likely
to be found in the West, between the graziers of Bray and the cereal-growers of
the Beauvaisis, for instance,* or between the Castilians and the cattle-farmers of
the Béarn, ‘cowherds’ as the southerners called them - but they gave as good as
they got. More spectacular, and particularly visible in Peking, was the contrast
between the eating habits of the Mongols - and later Manchus - who ate meat
in large slices, in the European style, and the attitude towards food of the
Chinese. For the Chinese, cooking was an almost ritual art, in which basic
cereals - fan - were always served with an accompaniment known as the #s’ai,
in which vegetables, sauces and spices were skilfully combined with a little meat
or fish, which had to be cut up into small pieces.’

Europe was on the whole a region of meat-eaters: ‘butchers had catered for
the belly of Europe for over a thousand years’.¢ For centuries during the middle
ages, its tables had been loaded with meat and drink worthy of Argentina in the
nineteenth century. This was because the European countryside, beyond the
Mediterranean shores, had long remained half empty with vast lands for pas-
turing animals, and even in later times its agriculture left plenty of room for
livestock. But Europe’s advantage declined after the seventeenth century. The
general rule of vegetable supremacy seemed to be re-asserting itself with the
increase in population in Europe up to at least the middle of the nineteenth
century.” Then and only then, scientific stock-raising and massive arrivals of
meat from America, salted and then frozen, enabled it to break its fast.

Furthermore the European, true to his long-established tastes, regularly and
promptly demanded they be catered for when he was overseas. Abroad, the
lords and masters ate meat. They stuffed themselves with it unrestrainedly in the
New World, recently populated by herds from the Old. Their appetite for meat
roused opprobium and astonishment in the Far East: ‘One has to be a very great
lord in Sumatra,’ said one seventeenth-century traveller, ‘to have a boiled or
roast chicken, which moreover has to last for the whole day. Therefore they say
that two thousand Christians [meaning Westerners] on their island would soon
exhaust the supply of cattle and poultry.’

These dietary choices and the conflicts they implied were the result of very
long-term processes. Maurizio goes so far as to write: ‘A thousand years bring
scarcely any changes in the history of diet.” In fact the broad outlines of man’s
dietary history were laid down and directed by two ancient revolutions. At the
end of the Paleolithic Age the ‘omnivores’ moved on to hunting large animals.
‘Great carnivorism’ was born and the taste for it has never disappeared: ‘a
craving for flesh and blood, a “‘hunger for nitrogen, in other words for animal
protein.’*°

The second revolution, in the seventh or sixth millennium before the Chris-
tian era, was neolithic agriculture with the arrival of cultivated cereals. Now
fields were cultivated, at the expense of hunting-ground and extensive grazing.



The Harvesters' Meal, by Brueghel the Younger, private collection, Brussels. (Photo Giraudon.)

As the centuries passed, the expanding population was reduced to eating veget-
able foods, raw or cooked, often insipid and always monotonous whether they
were fermented or not: gruels, sops and bread. From now on, history records
two opposing species of humanity: the few who ate meat and the many who fed
on bread, gruel, roots and cooked tubers. In China in the second millennium,
‘the administrators of the great provinces were designated . .. meat-eaters’.*! In
ancient Greece it was said that ‘the eaters of barley gruel have no desire to make
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war’.*? An Englishman centuries later (1776) stated: ‘Vigour and Fortitude of
Heart are much more generally found in Persons that live on Flesh, than in such
as live on lighter Meat.’t?

Having said this, we will concentrate first on the food of the majority between
the fifteenth and the eighteenth centuries and therefore on those foods supplied
by agriculture, the oldest industry of all. Wherever it began, agriculture had
from the start been obliged to opt for one of the major food-plants; and had
been built up around this initial choice of priority on which everything or almost
everything would thereafter depend. Three of these plants were brilliantly suc-
cessful: wheat, rice and maize. They continue to share world arable land between
them today. The ‘plants of civilization’,** they have profoundly organized man’s
material and sometimes his spiritual life, to the point where they have become
almost ineradicable structures. Their history and the ‘determinism of civiliza-
tion’** they have exercised over the world’s peasantry and human life in general
are the subject of the present chapter. Our journey from one to the other of
these cereals will take us round the world.

Harvest-time in India in the sixteenth century, on the Malabar Coast. (Photo F. Quilici.)



Wheat

Wheat is primarily - but not only - found in the West. Well before the fifteenth
century, it was growing on the plains of northern China side by side with millet
and sorghum. It was ‘planted in holes’ there and not reaped but ‘uprooted with
its whole stem’, with a hoe. It was exported by the Yun Leang Ho - ‘the grain-
bearing river’ - up to Peking. It was even found from time to time in Japan and
southern China where, according to Father de Las Cortes (1626), the peasant
sometimes succeeded in obtaining a wheat harvest between two harvests of
rice.® This was simply an extra, because the Chinese ‘did not know how to
knead bread any more than they knew how to roast meat’ and because, as a
minor product, ‘wheat [in China] is always cheap’. Sometimes they made a sort
of bread from it, cooked in steam over a cauldron and mixed ‘with finely
chopped onions’. The result, according to one Western traveller, was ‘a very
heavy dough that lay like a stone on the stomach’.?” Biscuit was made at Canton
in the sixteenth century, but it was for Macao and the Philippines. Wheat also
provided the Chinese with vermicelli, gruels and lard cakes, but not bread.®

An excellent type of wheat was also grown in the dry plains of the Indus and
in the upper Ganges, and immense caravans of oxen effected exchanges of rice
and wheat across all India. In Persia a rudimentary type of bread, a plain biscuit
made without leaven, was generally on sale at a low price. It was often the result
of enormous peasant labour. In the neighbourhood of Ispahan for example, ‘the
wheat lands are heavy and need four or even six oxen to till them. And a child
is placed on the yoke of the first pair to drive them on with a stick’.?* And of
course wheat grew all round the Mediterranean, even in the oases of the Sahara,
and especially in Egypt. As the Nile floods in summer, the crops there are always
produced in winter, when the water has receded from the land. The climate at
this time of year is scarcely favourable to tropical plants but it suits wheat,
which is also found in Ethiopia.

From Europe, wheat travelled far and made many conquests. Russian colon-
ization carried it eastwards to Siberia, beyond Tomsk and Irkutsk; as early as
the sixteenth century, the Russian peasant established its success in the black
earth country of the Ukraine (where Catherine 11 eventually completed her
conquests in 1793). Wheat had triumphed there well before that date, even
somewhat inopportunely: ‘At present,’ states a report of 1771, ‘piles of grain the
size of houses, enough to feed all Europe, are again rotting in Podolia and
Volhynia.”?® The same catastrophic superabundance happened in 1784. Wheat
was ‘at such a low price in the Ukraine that many landowners have abandoned
its cultivation’, noted a French agent.?! ‘However, stocks of this grain are already
so plentiful that they not only feed a large part of Turkey but even supply
exports for Spain and Portugal.” And for France as well, via Marseilles. Boats
from Marseilles took on grain from the Black Sea either in the Aegean islands
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or in the Crimea, for example at Gozlev, the future Eupatoria, the crossing of
the Turkish straits being effected, one surmises, by administrative collusion.

In fact, the great period of ‘Russian’ wheat was still to come. The arrival in
Italy of boats loaded with Ukrainian wheat in 1803 seemed like a disaster to the
landowners. The same threat was denounced in the French Chamber of Deputies
a little later in 1818.22

Wheat had crossed the Atlantic from Europe well before these events. In
Latin America it had to contend with excessively hot climates, destructive insects
and rival crops (maize and manioc). Its success in America came later on, in
Chile; on the banks of the St Lawrence; in Mexico; and later still in the English
colonies in America, in the seventeenth and particularly the eighteenth centuries.
At that time Boston sailing ships were carrying flour and grain to the sugar
islands of the Caribbean, then to Europe and the Mediterranean. From 1739,
American ships were unloading grain and flour in Marseilles.?® In the nineteenth
century, wheat triumphed in Argentina, southern Africa, Australia, the Canadian
prairies and the Middle West, everywhere asserting by its presence the expansion
of European civilization.

Wheat and other grains

To return to Europe: as soon as one looks at the question of grain, one realizes
what a complicated phenomenon it is. It would be better to put it in the plural
- los panes, as so many Spanish texts say. In the first place there were different
qualities of grain: in France the best was often called ‘the head of the corn’: sold
side by side with it were medium-quality wheat, ‘small corn’ or maslin, a mixture
of wheat and another cereal, often rye. Moreover, wheat was never grown by
itself. Despite its great age, even older cereals grew alongside it. Spelt, a cereal
with a ‘dressed grain’, was still grown in the fourteenth century in Italy; in 1700
in Alsace, the Palatinate, Swabia and the Swiss uplands, where it was regarded
as suitable for making bread; and in the late eighteenth century in Gelders and
the county of Namur (where it was chiefly used, like barley, for pig-feed and to
make beer); and until the early nineteenth century in the Rhone valley.?* Millet
was even more widely grown.?* When Venice was besieged by the Genoese in
1372, it was saved by its stocks of millet. In the sixteenth century, the Venetian
government deliberately kept stocks of this long-lasting cereal (it could some-
times be kept for twenty or so years) in the fortified towns of the Terra Firma.
And millet rather than wheat was sent to the presidios in Dalmatia or the islands
of the Levant when they were short of food.?¢ Millet was still grown in Gascony,
Italy and central Europe in the eighteenth century. But it produced a very coarse
foodstuff to judge by the comments of a Jesuit at the end of the century. He
admired the use the Chinese made of their various millets and exclaimed: “With
all our progress in the sciences of curiosity, vanity and uselessness, our peasants
in Gascony and the Bordelais Landes are as little advanced as they were three
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centuries ago in methods of making their millet into a less uncivilized and less
unhealthy food’.?’

Wheat had other and more important associates; for example barley, which
was used to feed horses in the south. ‘No barley harvest, no war’, could have
been said in the sixteenth century and later, of the long Hungarian frontier
where battles between Turks and Christians were inconceivable without cav-
alry.?® Towards the north, hard grains gave way to soft grains, barley to oats
and more especially rye, which came late to the north - probably not before the
great invasions of the fifth century; after this it seems to have become established
and spread there at the same time as triennial rotation.?® Boats from the Baltic,
very soon attracted farther and farther from home by hungry Europe, carried as
much rye as wheat. First they came as far as the North Sea and the Channel,
then to the Iberian ports on the Atlantic and finally, on a massive scale at the
time of the great crisis of 1590, as far as the Mediterranean.?® All these cereals
were used to make bread, even in the eighteenth century, whenever wheat was
in short supply. ‘Rye bread,” wrote a doctor, Louis Lemery, in 1702, ‘is not as
nourishing as wheat and loosens the bowels a little.” Barley bread, he added, ‘is
refreshing butless nourishing than wheator rye bread’; only the northern peoples
make bread from oats ‘which suits them very well’.3! But it is a harsh fact that
throughout the eighteenth century, in France, arable land was almost equally
divided between ‘bled’ (that is bread cereals, wheat and rye) and ‘menus grains’
(or lesser cereals: barley, oats, buckwheat, millet); and that rye, which was about
equal to wheat in 1715, was grown in a ratio of two to one in 1792.3?

Another expedient was rice, which had been imported from theIndian Ocean
since classical antiquity. Traders in the middle ages rediscovered it in the com-
mercial ports of the Levant, and in Spain where the Arabs had established the
crop very early on: rice from Majorca was sold at fairs in Champagne in the
fourteenth century; and rice from Valencia was exported as far afield as the
Netherlands.*® From the fifteenth century onwards it was grown in Italy and
sold at a low price on the market at Ferrara. A person who laughed easily was
said to have eatenrice soup - a play on words: Che aveva mangiato la minestra
di riso.

Rice later spread into the lands of the peninsula, bringing into being vast
estates (up to rooo hectares) in Lombardy, Piedmont, even in Venetia, Romagna,
Tuscany, Naples and Sicily. When these rice fields succeeded, their capitalist
organization turned the peasant labour force into a proletariat. It had already
become il riso amaro, bitter rice, harsh taskmaster to the men who produced it.
Similarly rice played an importantrole in the Turkish Balkans.?* It also reached
America; at the end of the seventeenth century Carolina became a great exporter
via England.?s

But it was an emergency foodstuff in the West, barely tempting the rich,
although they sometimes ate rice cooked in milk. Boats laden with rice from
Alexandria in Egypt were ‘an expedient to feed the poor’ in France in 1694 and
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1709.%¢ As early as the sixteenth century, rice flour was mixed with other flours
to make bread for the people during famines in Venice.?” In France it was eaten
in hospitals, military barracks and ships. Distributions to the people by Paris
churches often included ‘economical rice’ mixed with mashed turnips, pumpkins
and carrots, cooked in water. The saucepans were never washed so as not to
waste the leftovers and ‘deposit’.3® According to the experts, cheap bread could
be made from rice mixed with millet and distributed to the poor ‘so that they
could be satisfied from one meal to the next’. This was somewhat equivalent to
China’s provision for its poor ‘who could not buy tea’: hot water in which beans
and vegetables had been cooked, plus cakes of ‘crushed beans made into a paste’.
The same beans, boiled as usual, ‘providing a sauce to soak the food....” Can
these have been soya beans? In any case the product was inferior, intended to
satisfy the hunger of the poor, like rice or millet in the West.*®

Everywhere, one finds a clear correlation between wheat and supplementary
cereals. It already appears in the curves that can be drawn for English prices
after the thirteenth century:*° grain prices tended to move in unison during a
fall; during a rise, the relationship was not quite so close, as rye, the food of the
poor, rose sharply during periods of scarcity to even higher points than wheat
at times. Oats, on the other hand, lagged behind. ‘The price of wheat always
increases much more than that of oats,” taught Dupré de Saint-Maur (1746)
because of ‘our custom of living on wheaten bread [the rich at least - my
correction] while horses are put to graze in the countryside as soon as the price
of oats rises’.*! Talking about wheat and oats amounted to saying people and
horses. The normal ratio was three to two, according to Dupré de Saint-Maur
(he called it a ‘natural’ ratio like the old economists who wanted all prices to be
in a natural relationship, of one to twelve in the case of gold and silver). ‘In a
given period, whenever a setier [approximately eight pints] of oats ... was selling
at about a third less than a setier of wheat, things were in their natural relation-
ship.” A breakdown in this ratio was a sign of famine, and the greater the
discrepancy the more serious the famine. ‘In 1351 a setier of oats was worth a
quarter of a setier of wheat, in 1709 a fifth, in 1740 a third. Thus prices were
higher in 1709 than in 1351, and in 1351 than in 1740.°

This argument is probably sound within the limits of the facts immediately
available to the author. To say that it amounts to a law during the period from
1400 to 1800 is another matter. For example, between 1596 and 1635 and
probably during the greater part of the sixteenth century, oats were worth
roughly half what wheat was worth in France.** The ‘natural’ ratio of three to
two only appeared in 1635. It would be too simple to follow Dupré de Saint-
Maur and conclude that there was a concealed scarcity in the sixteenth century
and to blame this on the troubles of the period, arguing that things returned to
normal in about 1635 with the return of relative internal peace. It could just be
as well be argued that France under Richelieu entered what the textbooks call
the Thirty Years War in 163 5; therefore the price of oats - without which there
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11 THE PRICE OF WHEAT AND OATS ACCORDING TO THE PARIS MARKET
LISTINGS

The dotted line represents what the price of oats would have been according to the relationship
Dupré de Saint-Maur considered ‘natural’ (i.e. % the price of wheat).

could be no horses, cavalry or artillery trains - rose sharply.

All the bread crops added together never created abundance; Western man
had to adapt himself to chronic scarcities. He compensated for them in the first
place by the regular consumption of vegetables or flour substitutes made from
chestnuts or buckwheat, which was grown in Normandy and Brittany from the
sixteenth century, being sown after the corn harvest and ripening before winter.*?
Buckwheat, incidentally, is not one of the gramineae but a ‘pseudo-cereal’
belonging to the polygonaceae; it was known, however, as blé noir (black
wheat). Chestnuts yielded flour, and biscuit known as ‘tree bread’ in the Cév-
ennes and Corsica. In Aquitaine (where they were called ballotes) and elsewhere,
they often filled the role taken over by potatoes in the nineteenth century.*
People relied on chestnuts to a larger degree in southern countries than is usually
thought. Charles v’s major-domo, living with his master at Jarandilla near Yuste
in the Castilian Estremadura (1556), noted: ‘It is the chestnuts that are good
here, not the wheat, and what wheat there is is horribly expensive.’*

On the other hand consumption of ‘acorns and roots’ as in Dauphiné during
the winter of 1674-6 was quite abnormal, and a symptom of terrible famine.
Lemery incredulously reported in 1702 that ‘there are still places where these
acorns are used for the same purpose’.*¢

Pulses, lentils, beans, black, white and greyish-brown peas and chick-peas



Gathering chestnuts in
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were really supplementary cereals and also a cheap source of protein. The
Venetian documents called them menudi or minuti (minor foods). When a village
in Terra Firma lost its menudi following a summer tornado, as frequently
happened, the misfortune was immediately reported to the Venetian authorities
and induced their intervention. The thousands of documents that place these
minor foodstuffs on an equal footing with wheat itself prove that they were
considered ‘cereals’. For instance a boat from Venice or Ragusa could be com-
missioned to load either wheat or beans at Alexandria in Egypt. A Captain-
General of Grenada looking for chick-peas and beans for the fleet wrote that
they were difficult to come by in sufficient quantity and that their ‘price was the
same as wheat’ (2 December 1539).#” A Spanish letter from a presidio in Africa
about 1536 mentioned that the soldiers there preferred garbanzos (chick-peas)
to wheat or biscuit.*® The Biave, the Venetian Corn Exchange, always took
account in its forecasts and estimates of the harvest, of the supply of cereals and
pulses as a whole. The wheat harvest had been good, it noted for example in
1739, but it was a poor season for minuti or minor foods, which at the time
included beans and millet.** Excavations of early medieval villages in Bohemia
have shown that peas rather than wheat provided the staple diet. The Preis-
courant for Bremen in 1758 gives prices for cereals and pulses one after another
(Getreide and Hiilsenfriichte). Similarly, the market records of Namur and
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Luxemburg in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries show that rye, buck-
wheat, barley, oats, spelt and peas figured alongside wheat.s°

Wheat and crop rotation

Wheat cannot be cultivated on the same land for two years running without
serious harmful effects. It has to be rotated. Hence the amazement of Westerners
in China at the sight of rice growing continually ‘on the same ground’, wrote
Father de Las Cortes (1626), ‘which they never leave fallow any year, as in our
Spain’.’! In Europe, and wherever it was cultivated, wheat was sown in a
different field from one year to the next. The space it required had to be two or
three times the surface area it occupied, according to whether it could return to
the same ‘break’ one year in two or three. It was therefore caught up in a two-
or three-year rotation.

Very roughly, if we leave aside a few limited areas of advanced agriculture
with virtually no fallow land, Europe was divided between two systems. In the
south, wheat and other bread grains took half of the cultivated land in turn, the
other half lying fallow, in barbechos as they say in Spain. In the north the land
was divided into three fields: winter cereals, spring-sown cereals (also known as
mars, marsage, carémes, trémis, trémois) and fallow. In Lorraine, even quite
recently one could still see around the village which formed the central point,
the three fields (wheat, oats and fallow) dividing the land like the sectors of a
roughly drawn circle extending to the near-by forest. In successive years, wheat
replaced fallow, oats replaced wheat and fallow replaced oats. This was the
cycle of triennial rotation; after three years the situation was the same as at the
beginning. There were therefore two systems: on one, land under wheat lay
fallow for a longer period; in the other it always covered a larger area, propor-
tionately, as long as it was entirely sown to wheat - which was in fact never the
case. The grain in the south was richer in gluten; in the north the yield was
higher, but the quality of the soil and the climate also played a part.

Such an outline is only very roughly true: there was some cultivation ‘in
thirds’ (fallow for two years) in the south, in the same way as biennial rotation
persisted in certain places in the north (for example in northern Alsace, from
Strasbourg to Wissemburg).5? Triennial rotation had developed later than bi-
ennial rotation, which continued to exist over quite large areas, like old writing
showing through on a palimpsest.

One could find mixtures of the two, of course, on the boundaries of the two
great European systems. A survey of Limagnes in the sixteenth century*? notes
the tangle of biennial and triennial rotations depending on soil, labour force and
level of peasant population. There was even a small region of three-yearly
rotation in the extreme south of the ‘biennial’ zone, around Seville, in about
1755, which seems similar to northern rotation.

But setting such variations aside, as a general rule there was always a dead



Ploughing, from the Heures de la Bienheureuse Vierge Marie, fourteenth-century miniature.
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period, a rest from cultivation of grain, whether rotation revolved on a two- or
three-yearly basis. This dead period enabled the soil lying fallow to regain its
richness in nourishing salts, especially when it was manured and then tilled.
Repeated tilling was supposed to aerate the soil, prevent weeds and prepare the
ground for abundant harvests. Jethro Tull (1674-1741), one of the apostles of
the English agricultural revolution, recommended repeated tilling as strongly as
manuring and rotation of crops.** Documents even mention seven tillings, in-
cluding those preceding sowing. Three tillings (in spring, autumn and winter)
were already the rule in England and Normandy in the fourteenth century. In
Artois (1328), the land reserved for wheat was ‘well worked with four furrows
(tillings), one in winter and three in summer’.*> In Bohemia on the Czernin
domains in 1648, three or four tillings, depending on whether the land was
intended for rye or wheat were the general rule. Here are the words of a Savoy
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landowner (1771): ‘In certain places we wear ourselves out with incessant tilling
and we till four or five times in order to have a single harvest of wheat - which
is often of very mediocre quality.’*¢

Moreover, wheat requires careful manuring. This treatment was never given
to oats or to any ‘spring sowing’, with the result that the yield from oats, which
were sown more closely, was normally half that of wheat - the reverse of present
results. Manure intended for wheat was so important that it was closely super-
vised by the landowner. A lease granted by the Carthusian monks in Picardy in
1325 provided for arbitration by men of experience and integrity in case of
dispute in this matter. A Diingerregister (a register of dunghills) was kept on the
large (too-large no doubt) estates of Bohemia. Even around St Petersburg ‘they
manure with dung mixed with straw: they till the soil twice for all cereals, three
times for Winterroggen™’ (winter rye - the source is a German observer). In
Basse-Provence in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, calculations were
continually made and remade of the loads of manure required, of what had been
spread, and also of what the mége, the farmer, had not supplied. One lease even
provided that manure should be checked by authorized persons before being
spread and that its production should be supervised.*®

There were substitute manures - manure crops, ashes and dead leaves kept
in peasants’ courtyards or village streets - but the principal source of manure
remained livestock - never human beings, as in the towns and countryside of the
Far East (in the West urban refuse was, however, used around certain towns,
such as Valencia in Spain, certain Flemish cities, and even around Paris).*

In short, grain and grazing were complementary, particularly when the use



Daily Bread 117

of harnessed animals was necessary. It would have been impossible for a man
who could dig two hectares a year at most®® (he comes far below horses and
oxen in the league of strength) to prepare the vast areas of arable unaided.
Harnessed animals were necessary - horses in the north, oxen and mules (an
increasing number of mules) in the south.

Thus there became established in Europe, with certain regional variations,
‘a complicated system of relationships and habits’, based on wheat and other
grains, which was ‘so firmly cemented together that no fissure was possible’
according to Ferdinand Lot.¢* Plants, animals and people each had their place in
it. In fact the wholesystem was inconceivable without the peasants, the harnessed
teams of animals, and the seasonal labourers at harvest and threshing time, since
reaping and threshing was all done by hand. The fertile lowlands called on
labour from poor land, inevitably wild highland regions. Innumerable examples
(the southern Jura and Dombes, the Massif Central and Languedoc) demonstrate
that the partnership was a basic rule of life, repeated on many occasions. An
immense crowd of harvesters arrived every summer in the Tuscan Maremma,
where fever was so prevalent, in search of high wages (up to five paoli a day in
1796). Malaria regularly claimed innumerable victims there. The sick were then
left to fend for themselves in huts near the animals, with a little straw, some foul
water, coarse bread and an onion or a head of garlic. ‘Many die without medicine
and without a priest.’®?

However, it is clear that arable land, even when well organized, with its open
fields, its regular and in fact rather rapid rotation, and the reluctance of its
farmers to take land out of cereal-growing, was caught in a vicious circle. If its
productivity was to be increased, then more fertilizer was needed, and this meant
giving more land over to livestock, horses and cattle, at the expense naturally of
arable. Quesnay’s 14th maxim recommends the farmer ‘to multiply his livestock,
for it is this which will give the land the manure that produces rich harvests’.
Triennial rotation, which rests the land for a year before sowing wheat on it,
without allowing much to grow on the fallow field, and which gives an absolute
priority to cereal production, generally results in fairly low yields. Wheat fields
are not admittedly, as rice-fields are, completely closed systems, sufficient to
themselves: the necessary livestock could always be pastured in forests, newly
cleared land, hayfields or even eat the grass by the roadside. But these resources
were not sufficient. A solution had been discovered and put into practice but
only in a few limited areas: in Artois, northern Italy and Flanders in the four-
teenth century, in some parts of Germany in the sixteenth century and later in
Holland and England. This consisted of having cereals and forage crops alter-
nate, at long intervals which reduced or even eliminated fallow periods; it had
the double advantage of providing fodder for horses and cattle and of increasing
cereal yields by restoring to the land its mineral ‘riches.s* But in spite of the
advice of experts on agriculture, who were becoming more numerous, this
‘agricultural revolution’, which began to make headway after 1750, took another
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hundred years or so to become accepted in a country like France, where the
wheat-fields are concentrated mainly north of the Loire. This was because the
cereal-growing culture really acted as a straitjacket; it had its own structures
which farmers were extremely reluctant to forsake. In the Beauce, which had
always been regarded as a successful wheat-growing area, farm contracts con-
tinued for a long time to insist on respecting the three seasons or soles. ‘Modern’
agriculture took time to penetrate here.

Hence the pessimistic opinions of eighteenth-century agronomists, who saw
the elimination of fallow and the adoption of artificial prairies as the primary,
indeed the essential, condition for agricultural progress. This is the criterion
they unfailingly use to pronounce on the level of rural modernization. In 1777,
the author of a topographical dictionary of the Maine in France, tells us that
‘near Mayenne the soil is black and hard to cultivate; it is even worse near Laval
where . .. the best ploughmen with six oxen and four horses can plough no more
than 15 or 16 arpents in a year. Consequently they let the land rest for 8, 10, or
12 years at a stretch’.%* Things were equally unpromising in Finistére in Brittany,
where ‘fallow can last for 2§ years on poorland and 3 to 6 years on good’. When
Arthur Young travelled through Brittany, he thought it was like the wilds of
Canada.®®

But this was a grotesque error of judgement and perspective, as a recent
article by Jacques Mulliez has shown with an abundance of illustrative evidence.
In France, as elsewhere in Europe, there were in fact many large areas where
there was more grass than wheat, and where livestock was the predominant
form of wealth, the commercial ‘surplus’ off which peasants lived. Such were
the rocky massifs, the foothills of mountains, damp or marshy regions, the
wooded bocages, or the sea-coasts (which in France means the long stretch from
Bayonne to Dunkerque). Wherever it was to be found, this grassland was another
aspect of the Western countryside which agronomists of the eighteenth and early
nineteenth century totally misjudged, obsessed as they were with their desire to
increase cereal yields at any price in order to meet the needs of a growing
population. And historians have naturally followed in their footsteps. But it is
clear that in these regions, fallow land if fallow there was, was a productive
element, not a deadweight or a waste of time.®® The grass fed the flocks, whether
to provide meat for slaughter, dairy goods, draught animals or beasts of burden
-~ ponies, horses, calves, cattle, oxen, donkeys or mules. And without this other
France, how could Paris have been fed? Where would the great lives -ck markets
of Sceaux and Poissy have got their supplies? And where would the thousands
of draught animals have come from for the army and transport?

The basic mistake is to confuse fallow land in cereal-growing areas with
fallow in livestock regions. The very word is inappropriate outside the context
of arable land under rotation. Near Mayenne or Laval, as elsewhere (around
Rome for instance), ploughing a pasture under from time to time and sowing
cereals on it for a year or two is simply a way of resting the pasture - and indeed
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it is still done today. The so-called fallow in such cases is far from being ‘wasted’,
or lying dead and uncultivated as it so often is under triennial rotation. It bears
natural grazing, restored from time to time by ploughing, but it also bears
cultivated pasture. In Finistére, for instance, a kind of gorse (zjonc) called jan
has always been planted; despite appearances, it is actually a forage crop. Arthur
Young was unaware of this and took for scandalous wasteland the artificially
created gjonciéres. In the Vendée or the Gitine in Poitou, broom was used for
the same purpose.¢’” Here again use was made, probably from the very earliest
times, of local plants. But it is not surprising that in these so-called ‘backward’
areas, maize, which can be used both as animal fodder and for human con-
sumption, was widely adopted, and that turnips, beet and cabbages - the modern
forage crops of the ‘agricultural revolution’ - spread in these areas from a fairly
early date, viz. the latter half of the eighteenth century.

So in France, and elsewhere in Europe, no doubt, there were regions that
were poor in cereals but rich in livestock, contrasting with those that were rich
in cereals and poor in livestock. They both contrasted with and complemented
each other, since cereal crops required draught teams and manure, and the
livestock areas were short of grain. So the ‘vegetable’ determinism of Western
civilization was not the result of wheat alone, but of wheat and grazing together.
Finally, the appearance in men’s lives of domestic animals as a reserve of meat
and energy, proved to be a continuing originality of the West. Rice-growing
China may have ignored and even rejected the possibilities offered by livestock,
and by so doing chosen not to settle and farm her mountain areas. But as far as
Europe is concerned, we ought to revise our ways of thinking. Livestock areas,
regarded by agronomists of the past as backward and condemned to toil on poor
land, now appear according to J. Mulliez’s article, to have been more efficient
than the ‘good’ cereal-growing land at feeding their peasant population®® -
which was, it is true, much smaller. If I had to choose a place to live in the past,
I should probably prefer the Bray to the Beauvaisis, the woods and fields of the
Ardennes to the great plains further south, and even perhaps, despite the cold
winters, the country around Riga or Reval to the great windswept stretches of
the Paris Basin.

Low vyields, compensations and disasters

Wheat’s unpardonable fault was its low yield: it did not provide for its people
adequately. All recentstudies establish the fact with an overwhelming abundance
of detail and figures. Wherever one looks, from the fifteenth to the eighteenth
century, the results were disappointing. For every grain sown, the harvest was
usually no more than five and sometimes less. As the grain required for the next
sowing had to be deducted, four grains were therefore produced for consumption
from every one sown. What does this yield represent in quintals and hectares?
Before embarking on these simple calculations, we must warn the reader to be



Daily Bread 121

wary of their simplicity. Probability in these matters is not enough and, further-
more, everything varied with the fertility of the land, the methods of cultivation -
and changes in climate from year to year. Productivity, the relationship between
what is produced and the total effort expended to produce it (labour is not the
only factor involved), is a difficult value to calculate, and certainly a variable.

Having said this, we will assume that, as today, between one and two
hectolitres of wheat were sown per hectare (without taking into account the fact
that the grains were smaller and that therefore the number in a hectolitre used
to be larger) and start from an average of 15 hectolitres of seed. At 5 to 1, 75
hectolitres, or about 6 quintals would be obtained. It is a very low figure. But
Olivier de Serres confirms it: “The farmer generally has something to be happy
about when his land yields him an average of five or six to one’.”® Quesnay
(1757) says the same about ‘small-scale farming’, which was still very much the
predominant system in France in his own period: ‘Each arpent giving on an
average four to one ... the seed deducted and not including the tithe.’”* In the
eighteenth century in Burgundy, according to a modern historian, ‘the normal
yield from an average soil, seed deducted, was generally five or six quintals to
the hectare’.”? Such figures are very probable. France had perhaps 25 million
inhabitants around 1775. It more or less managed to live from its wheat, what
it exported equalling what it imported over the years. If we accept the figure of
four hectolitres per inhabitant per year for the consumption of bread grain, the
country needed to produce 100 million hectolitres or 8o million quintals. In fact
production had in addition to supply grain for sowing and for feeding animals
and had therefore to be far above this figure. According to a high estimate by
J.C. Toutain, it was in the order of 100 million quintals.” If we accept a figure
of 15 million hectares for the area sown, we come back to a production figure
of six quintals. We therefore remain within the limits of our first estimate, in the
neighbourhood of five to six quintals (a pessimistic figure, hardly open to charges
of exaggeration).

But although the answer seems reasonable it far from indicates the whole
complexity of the problem. Chance samples of reliable book-keeping present us
with figures far above or far below our approximate average of five or six
quintals to the hectare.

Hans-Helmut Wachter’s impressive calculations for the Vorwerk-Domdnen
- large estates owned by the Teutonic Order and then by the Duke of Prussia
(1550 to 1695) - which deal with almost 3000 totals, give average yields as
follows (quintals per hectare): wheat 8-7 (but only a minute crop was involved);
rye 7°6 (in view of the latitude, rye tended to become the most important grain);
barley 7; and oats only 3-7. Higher figures, although they are still low, were given
by a survey in Brunswick (for the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries this time):
wheat 8-5; rye 8-2; barley 7'5; and oats 5.7 One might think that these were
record figures for a later period. But an Artois landowner at the beginning of the
fourteenth century, Thierry d’Hire¢on,”* who was concerned with the good
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administration of his estates, obtained the following yields from one grain sown
on one of his properties at Roquestor (for 7 known years between 1319 and
1327): 7°5; 9'7; 11°6; 8; 87; 7; 8-'1; that is approximately between 12 and 17
quintals per hectare. Similarly, Quesnay indicated that the large-scale farming
he advocated produced yields of 16 quintals per hectare, a record amount to
notch up to the credit of modern capitalist agriculture. But we will return to this
later.”¢

As opposed to these unusually high figures, which are not averages, there are
many sadder tales to tell. Leonid Zytkowicz’s study”” has established how low
yields were in Poland. On average, between 1550 and 1650, 60% of the rye-
harvests yielded only 2 or 4 grains to 1 (for 10% of the harvests, the figure was
less than 2); during the next century, the figures fell even lower. There was no
real improvement until the end of the eighteenth century, when yields of between
4 and 7 to 1 represented 50% of the total. Wheat and barley yields were a little
higher, but the pattern was similar. In Bohemia, on the contrary, there was a
clear improvement in yields as early as the second part of the seventeenth
century. But Hungary and Slovakia were as badly off as Poland.”® Hungary of
course only became a great grain-producing country in the nineteenth century.
But it would be wrong to suppose that the old farmland in the West always
showed a higher yield. In Languedoc,” from the sixteenth to the eighteenth
century, the sower’s ‘hand was heavy’, often two and even three hectolitres of
seed to the hectare. Oats, barley, rye or wheat were grown too closely together
and choked each other, as Alexander von Humboldt was still able to observe
across the whole of Europe.®® These massive sowings only produced wretched
yields in Languedoc: less than 3 to 1 in about 1580-5; 4 or § to 1 on average
during the peak period of the sixteenth century, 1660-70; then it dropped again
and began the long climb back after 1730, reaching an average of 6 to 1 only
after 1750.%!

Increased cultivation and higher yields

These low averages did not prevent a slow and continuous advance, as wide
investigations undertaken by B.H. Slicher van Bath (1963)%* prove. What he
accomplished was to group together all the known figures for cereal yields,
which were almost meaningless in isolation. Compared, they point to a long-
term advance. This slow-motion race gives us the opportunity to distinguish
groups of runners who moved at the same pace. Four groups emerge: (1) England,
Ireland and the Netherlands; (2) France, Spain and Italy; (3) Germany, the Swiss
Cantons, Denmark, Norway and Sweden; (4) Bohemia in the wide sense, Poland,
the Baltic countries and Russia.

If a single yield is calculated for the four principal cereals (wheat, rye, barley
and oats) ~ so many grains harvested from one sown - it is possible to distinguish
four phases, A, B, C, D, according to group and yield obtained:
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CEREAL YIELDS IN EUROPE (1200-1820)

A Before 1200-49 Yield of 3 to 37 from 1

1. England 1200-49 37
2. France before 1200 3

B 1250-1820 Yield of 41 to 47

1. England 1250-1499 47
2. France 1300-1499 43
3. Germany, Scandinavian

countries 1§00-1699 42
4. Eastern Europe 1550-1820 41

C 1500-1820 Yield of 6.3 to 7

1. England, Netherlands 1500-1700 7
2. France, Spain, Italy 1500-1820 63
3. Germany, Scandinavian

countries 1700-1820 64

D 1750-1820 Yield above 10

1. England, Ireland, Netherlands
1750-1820 106

Source: B.H. Slicher van Bath.

So there was a series of slow and modest advances from A to B, from B to
C and C to D. They do not exclude relapses of fairly long duration, for example
from 1300 to 1350, from 1400 to 1500, and from 1600 to 1700 (the dates are
approximate). Neither do they exclude sometimes quite marked variations from
one year to another. But the main thing to remember is the long-term advance
of 60% to 65%. It will also be noted that progress in the last phase, 1750-1820,
was made in the most densely populated countries, England, Ireland and the
Netherlands. A correlation obviously exists between the rise in yields and the
rise in population. One last point: the initial advances were relatively the strong-
est, as calculations would show; the advance from A to B was proportionally
greater than from B to C. The transition from 3:1 to 4:1 represented a decisive
step, the establishment (roughly speaking) of the first towns in Europe, or the
revival of those that had not gone under during the high middle ages. For towns
obviously depended on a surplus of cereal production.
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DECLINES IN CEREALS (1250-1750)

Yields from 1 Decreases

grain sown %

England 1250-99 47 16
1300-49 41

1350-99 52 14
1400-49 4'6

1550-99 73 13
Netherlands 1600-49 65

Germany 1500-99 4'4 18
Scandinavia 1700-49 38

Eastern Europe  1550-99 45 17
1650-99 39

Source: B.H. Slicher van Bath.

Not surprisingly the area sown was often extended, particularly during each
population-increase. Sixteenth-century Italy was a hive of intensive land-im-
provement schemes in which Genoese, Florentine and Venetian capitalists in-
vested enormous sums. The slow toil of winning back land from water - from
rivers, lagoons and swamps - from forests and heathland, tortured Europe
incessantly and condemned it to superhuman effort. All too often these exertions
were accomplished to the detriment of peasant life. The peasants were slaves to
the crops as much as to the nobility.

Agriculture has often been called the largest industry of pre-industrial
Europe. But it was an industry that was always in difficulty. Even in the large
food-producing regions of the north, the newly cultivated lands were only
makeshift economic ventures that proved inefficient in the long run. To extend
the cultivation of corn was to meet with decreasing yields (we have already
mentioned this for Poland; a graph by Heinrich Wachter shows the same thing
in precise terms for Prussia;®® it was also true of Sicily). It was, on the contrary,
by opting for forage crops and livestock farming that eighteenth-century England
achieved a revolutionary improvement in cereal yields.

Local and international trade in grain

As the countryside lived off its harvests and the cities off the surplus, it was
sensible for a town to obtain its provisions from within striking distance - ‘from
its own possessions’, as a council-meeting in Bologna was already advising as
early as 1305.% This provisioning from within a radius of between twenty and
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thirty kilometres avoided the difficulties of transport as well as the always
hazardous recourse to foreign suppliers. It functioned all the better because
towns almost everywhere controlled the adjacent countryside. In France until
Turgot and ‘the Flour War’, even until the Revolution, the peasant was obliged
to sell his grain at the market of the nearby town. During the troubles accom-
panying the summer famine of 1789 the rioters knew where to lay their hands
on those grain merchants reputed to be hoarders: everybody knew them. This
was probably true all over Europe. For instance, there was no place in eighteenth-
century Germany without measures against ‘usurers’, grain hoarders, Getrei-
dewucher.

This life based on local exchanges did not go on without hit¢hes. Every bad
harvest obliged the towns to appeal to more fortunate areas. Wheat and rye
from the north probably reached the Mediterranean as early as the fourteenth
century.® Even earlier than this, Italy was receiving Byzantine and later Turkish
wheat Sicily had always been a great supplier - equivalent to Canada, Argentina
or the Ukraine in a later period.

These suppliers on which the large towns depended had to be easily accessible
- on the sea or the banks of navigable rivers, since water transport was preferable
for heavy goods. Picardy and the Vermandois exported to Flanders by the
Scheldt and to Paris by the Oise, in years of good harvests, up to the end of the
fifteenth century. Champagne and Barrois supplied Paris in the sixteenth century,
the grain leaving Vitry-le-Francgois to make the sometimes perilous journey down
the Marne.® At the same period, barrels of grain left Burgundy by the Sa6ne
and Rhéne, with Arles as a corn exchange for these consignments from upstream.
When Marseilles feared famine it turned to its good friends the Consuls of
Arles.?” Later, particularly in the eighteenth century, it became a great port itself
for ‘grain from the sea’. Then it was to Marseilles that the whole of Provence
appealed in difficult times. But for their own consumption, the Marseillais
preferred good local grain to imported cereals, which usually deteriorated some-
what during the voyage.®® Genoa, similarly, ate the expensive grain from the
Romagna and exported the cheap grain she bought in the Levant.®

From the sixteenth century on northern grain played a growing part in
international trade in cereals - often to the disadvantage of the exporting country
itself. The large quantity of grain that Poland exports every year, a dictionary
of commerce explains (1797),°® would give the impression that this country is
one of the most fertile in Europe. But those who know it and its inhabitants will
judge otherwise, because even if there are fertile and well-cultivated regions
there, elsewhere there are more fertile regions which are even better cultivated
and which still do not export grain. ‘The truth is that the nobles are the only
landowners there and the peasants are slaves, and the former, in order to
maintain themselves, appropriate the toil and products of the latter, who form
at least seven eighths of the population and are reduced to eating bread made
from barley and oats. Whereas the other peoples of Europe consume the major



Transporting grain by mule in Italy. Pinacoteca, Sienna. (Photo Scala.)

part of their best grain, the Poles retain only a small portion of their wheat and
rye so that one might think they only harvest it for foreign lands. Thrifty nobles
and bourgeois eat rye bread themselves, wheaten bread being only for the tables
of the great lords. It is no exaggeration to say that a single town in other
European states consumes more wheat than the whole realm of Poland.’

These underpopulated or underdeveloped countries able to supply Europe
with the grain it lacked were almost always on the margins to the north, or east
(the Turkish empire), or even to the south (Barbary Coast, Sardinia, Sicily). The
process was subject to frequent revision. One granary closed and another opened.
In the first part of the seventeenth century it was Sweden®® (Livonia, Estonia,
Scania); then from 1697 until 1760, England, under the impetus of export
subsidies which encouraged enclosure; in the eighteenth century, the English
colonies in America.*?

The attraction in each case was ready cash. The rich always paid cash down
in the grain trade. The poor succumbed to the temptation and, of course, those
who made the biggest profits were the middle-men, like the merchants who
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speculated on wheat ‘in the blade’ in the kingdom of Naples as elsewhere. Venice
in 1227 was already paying for grain from Apulia in gold bullion.* Similarly the
tiny Breton boats that usually carried the grain needed by Seville and particularly
Lisbon, in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, carried away its counterpart
either in silver or in ‘red gold’ from Portugal, a practice forbidden in any other
trade.** Exports of grain from Amsterdam to France and Spain in the seventeenth
century were also paid for ‘in cash’. A ‘pseudo-Englishman’ wrote in 1754 that
‘in’ recent years it is the abundance of our grain harvests and their export that
has maintained our balance of trade’.* In 1795, France was on the verge of
famine. Envoys sent to Italy could find no other way of obtaining grain than to
send from Marseilles to Leghorn some silver coffers, ‘which were sold for the
weight of silver alone, without counting the craftsmanship which was worth
quite as much as the metal’.*

None the less the quantities involved in this essential commerce were never
as large as might at first be thought. There were about 6o million people in the
Mediterranean area in the sixteenth century. At a rate of three hectolitres per
head, total consumption would have been 180 million hectolitres each year, or
145 million quintals. A rough calculation indicates that maritime trade involved
one or two million quintals or barely 1% of total consumption. If we start with
a consumption figure of four hectolitres per inhabitant, the percentage would be
even lower.

The situation was probably much the same in the seventeenth century.
Danzig, the chief grain port, exported 1,382,000 quintals in 1618, and 1,200,000
in 1649 (in round figures).®” If we assume that the north as a whole was the
equivalent of three or four Danzigs, her providential grain exports would have
amounted to between three and five million quintals. Add the million or so
quintals which could be provided by the Mediterranean and one has an approx-
imate maximum for the European grain trade of six million quintals at the
outside. It may sound a large figure, but it is negligible in relation to the 240
million quintals consumed by the Europeans (100 million inhabitants, 3 hecto-
litres each). And even these record exports were not kept up: in 1753-4, Danzig
exported only 52,000 lasts (624,000 quintals).”® Turgot estimated the inter-
national grain trade at this time at four or five million quintals, a figure con-
sidered excessive by Sombart.”® Finally, one should not forget that these supple-
mentary cereal supplies travelled almost entirely by water, so that only maritime
powers were able to use them to alleviate recurrent famine.*®°

Of course, given the means available at the time, this long-distance trade
seems to us a fascinating achievement. It is extraordinary to think that the Bardi
of Florence, in the service of Pope Benedict x11, succeeded in sending grain from
Apulia to Armenia in 1336;'°* that Florentine merchants managed to handle
between five and ten thousand tons of Sicilian grain every year in the fourteenth
century;'°? that the Grand-Dukes of Tuscany, Venice and Genoa moved tens of
thousands of tons of grain from the Baltic and the Black Sea, through the agency



The international grain trade: boats carrying Polish grain arriving in Danzig after travelling up
the Vistula. Detail of the painting reproduced in Vol. IIL

of international merchants and letters of exchange on Nuremberg and Antwerp,
to make up for shortages during the calamitous 1590s in the Mediterranean;!®
that wealthy but still backward Moldavia sent 350,000 hectolitres on an annual
average to Istanbul in the sixteenth century; and that a boat from Boston arrived
at Istanbul loaded with American flour and grain at the end of the eighteenth
century.'%*

We may also find very impressive the docks and warehouses set up at
departure points (in the Sicilian caricatori,** in Danzig, Antwerp - important
from 1544 - Litbeck and Amsterdam) and at arrival points like Genoa or Venice
(forty-four warehouses in Venice in 1602). And we may admire the facilities
available for this trade: the tickets, the grain cedole for the Sicilian caricatori for
example.1%¢

However, taking everything into account, this trade remained marginal,
spasmodic and ‘more closely supervised than anything subjected to the attentions
of the Inquisition’. Large-scale systems of purchase, warehousing and distribu-
tion - essential for regular long-distance trade in heavy and perishable merchan-
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dise - did not appear until the eighteenth century, if then. Even in the sixteenth
century, neither Venice, Genoa nor Florence had big independent merchants
specializing even to a small extent in trade in grain (except possibly the Florentine
Bardi Corsi). They engaged in it during times of great crisis when the opportunity
offered. It is true that the great Portuguese firms, including the Ximenes, who
financed the vast movement of northern grain to the Mediterranean during the
massive crisis of 1590 earned a return of between 300% and 400% ;7 but they
were not necessarily typical. Generally, big merchants found little profit in this
risky and restrictive trade. In fact no concentration appeared in the grain trade
until the eighteenth century. Thus during the food shortage of 1773, the grain
trade in Marseilles was virtually monopolized by a small number of merchants,
who were able to dictate their terms.®

We know of various large transactions in grain, for instance important
purchases by Gustavus Adolphus in Russia; purchases by Louis xI1v on the
Amsterdam market just before his invasion of Holland in 1672; and Frederick
I’s urgent order to buy 150,000 to 200,000 bushels of rye immediately in Poland,
Mecklenburg, Silesia, Danzig and other foreign places (which led to difficulties
with Russia) issued on 27 October 1740, the day after he learned of the death of
of Emperor Charles vi. In these large transactions, much depended on the
military policy of the states. And the example of Frederick 11 shows that in cases
of emergency it was necessary to approach all the grain-producers at the same
time because of the lack of substantial stocks. Furthermore, obstacles to free
trade were endlessly multiplied, so that movement became even more difficult.
The case of France during the last years of the ancien régime demonstrates this.
In its efforts to do the right thing, the royal administration brushed aside too-
free private initiative and created a monopoly of trade in grain to its own
advantage, or rather the advantage of its agents and the merchants in its service,
all at its own expense and to its own greatest prejudice. But the antiquated
system was incapable of providing for the supply of the enlarged towns and gave
rise to monstrous abuses and repeated extortion, from which the legend of the
Famine Pact!®® was born. In this case we can say that there was truly no smoke
without fire.

All this was very serious. Grain was France’s whole life, as it was of all the
West. We know about the ‘Flour War’''® which followed Turgot’s untimely
measures in support of the free movement of grain. “When they have pillaged
the markets and the bakers’ shops,’ said a contemporary, ‘they can pillage our
houses and slit our throats.” He added: ‘They are beginning to ransack the farms,
why not ransack the chiteaux?’1!t

Grain and calories

A man today requires 3500 to 4000 calories a day if he belongs to a rich country
and a privileged class. These levels were not unknown before the eighteenth
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century. But they were less frequently the norm than today. None the less as we
need a reference point for our calculations we will use this figure of 3500 calories.
Earl J. Hamilton in fact arrives at the same high level in his calculations of the
nutritive value of the meals intended for the crews of the Spanish fleet in the
Indies in about 1560.1*2 This was certainly a record, that is if we are prepared to
accept without hesitation (despite Courteline’s warnings about listening to the
bureaucracy) the official figures given by the Administration, in whose eyes the
rations were always satisfactory.

We know of even higher levels at the tables of princes or privileged classes
(for example at Pavia at the Collegio Borromeo at the beginning of the seven-
teenth century); but such isolated cases should not deceive us. As soon as we
begin to calculate the averages (for the great urban masses, for example) the
level often falls to around 2000 calories. This was the case in Paris just before
the Revolution. Of course the few figures we possess never hold the exact answer
to the problems that concern us, especially as there is dispute over the reliability
of calories as the test of a healthy diet (which demands a balance between
carbohydrates, fats and protein). For example, should wine and alcohol be
included in the calory intake? It has become established practice never to attribute
more than 10% of the calory intake to drink. What is drunk over and above that
percentage is not included in the calculations - which does not mean that the
surplus did not count as far as the health-and expenditure of the drinker were
concerned.

None the less general rules do become apparent (Figure 12). For example,
the distribution of the various types of foodstuffs reveals the diversity or, much
more often, the monotony of diet. Monotony is obvious whenever the share of
carbohydrates (cereals in nearly every case) is far in excess of 60% of intake
expressed in calories. The share of meat, fish and dairy products is then fairly
limited and monotony sets in. Eating consists of a lifetime of consuming bread,
more bread, and gruel.

On these criteria, it would appear that northern Europe was characterized
by a larger consumption of meat, and southern Europe by a larger share of
carbohydrates, except obviously in the case of military convoys when meals
were improved by barrels of salted meat and tunny fish,

Not surprisingly the tables of the rich were more varied than those of the
poor, the difference being marked by quality rather than quantity.!** Cereals
only represented §3% of calories on the Spinolas’ luxurious table at Genoa
around 1614-15. At the same date they formed 81% of the diet of the poor at
the Hospital for Incurables (one kilogram of wheat is equivalent to 3000 calories
and one kilogram of bread to 2500). If other dietary categories are compared,
the Spinolas ate hardly any more meat and fish, but twice as much dairy produce
and fats as the inmates of the hospital, and their much more varied diet included
plenty of fruit, vegetables and sugar (3% of expenditure). Similarly we can be
sure that if the boarders at the Collegio Borromeo (1609-18) were overfed (their
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12 SOME DIETS OF THE PAST, RECKONED IN CALORIES

The map is based on a few relatively privileged menus. It would be necessary to find
thousands of examples, from different periods and every social level, to establish a valid map
for Europe. (From F. Spooner, Régimes alimentaires d’autrefois.)
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BUDGET OF A MASON'S FAMILY
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almost incredibly large intake of food amounted to between 5500 and 7000
calories daily) they were not overfed in a particularly varied way. Cereals
represented up to 73% of the total. Theirfood was not, could not be, particularly
interesting.

Sooner or later a more varied diet became common in towns everywhere
where assessment is possible, at the very least more varied than in the country-
side. In Paris, where as we have seen, per capita consumption in 1780 was about
2000 calories, only §8% of the total was accounted for by cereals: about a pound
of bread a day.''* And this corresponds to figures (both earlier and later) for
average Parisian bread consumption: §40 grams in 1637; §56 in 1728-30; 462 in
1770; §87 in 1788; 463 in 1810; 500 in 1820; and 493 in 1854.1*° We certainly
cannot vouch for these quantities - any more than we can vouch for the figure
of 180 kilograms per person, which seems (though the calculation is doubtful)
to have been the annual consumption in Venice at the beginning of the seven-
teenth century.'*¢ However, other indications suggest that the Venetian working
class was both well paid and demanding, and that the better-off had the extrava-
gant habits of long-standing town-dwellers.

In general there is no doubt whatsoever that bread was consumed on a
substantial scale in the country, much more so than in the town, and amongst
the lowest levels of the working classes. According to Le Grand d’Aussy in 1782,
a working man or a peasant in France ate two or three pounds of bread a day,
‘but people who have anything else to eat do not consume this quantity’.
However, one can see construction workers in southern Italy even today dining
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on enormous loaves accompanied, almost as a flavouring, by a few tomatoes
and onions significantly called the companatico: something to go with the bread.

The triumph of bread arose of course because grain - and also alcohol made
from grain, as a Polish historian has pointed out,!” thus vindicating the pro-
pensity of peasants in his country to drink and not only eat their grain - was the
least expensive foodstuff in relation to its calorific content. In about 1780 it cost
eleven times less than meat, sixty-five times less than fresh sea fish, nine times
less than fresh-water fish, six times less than eggs, three times less than butter
and oil. Grain, the primary source of energy, came only third in expenditure,
after meat and wine, in budgets calculated for the average Parisian in 1788 and
1854 (only 17% of total expenditure in both cases).!1®

So grain is rehabilitated, after we have spoken so dismissively of it. It was
the manna of the poor, and ‘its price was the most sensitive general index of the
food market’. ‘This,” wrote Sébastien Mercier in 1770, ‘is the third consecutive
winter when bread has been dear. During the past year, half the peasants needed
public charity and this winter will be the last straw, because those who until
now have lived by selling their effects now have nothing left to sell.’*** For the
poor, if the cereal supply gave out, everything gave out."We should not forget
this dramatic aspect of the problem: the slavery in which grain held producers,
middlemen, transporters and consumers. There were constant mobilizations and
alarms. ‘The grain which feeds man has also been his executioner,’ as Sébastien
Mercier said, or rather repeated.

The price of grain and the standard of living

Mercier’s remark is hardly an exaggeration. In Europe, grain represented
approximately half man’s daily existence. Its price varied incessantly, at the
mercy of stocks, transport, bad weather preceding and therefore governing
harvests, at the mercy of the harvests themselves, and finally according to the
time of year. Our retrospective graphs of grain prices look like the oscillations
of a seismograph. The lives of the poor were all the more affected by these
variations, because they were rarely able to escape seasonal increases in price by
laying in large stocks at the right time. Can we take the variations in grain prices
as a sort of barometer of the standard of living of the masses in the short and
long term?

We have the choice of few, invariably imperfect, methods of working this
out. We can compare the price of grain with wages, but many wages were paid
in kind or partly in kind, partly in money. We can calculate wages in terms of
wheat or rye as Abel has, in the graph in Figure 14. We can fix the average price
of one typical ‘shopping basket’, as Phelps Brown and Sheila Hopkins have.!?°
Or we can adopt as our unit the hourly wage of the most underprivileged
workers, usually hodmen or plasterers’ labourers. This last method, employed
by Jean Fourastié and his pupils, notably René Grandamy, has its advantages.
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What do these ‘real’ prices ultimately show? They certainly indicate that a
quintal of grain (if we convert the old measures for this purpose) cost the
equivalent of 1oo hours’ work until about 1543, then remained above that critical
line until about 1883. This, in very general terms, is what French conditions (and
conditions outside France, in the West, which were similar) suggest. A worker
does approximately 3000 hours of work every year; his family (of four) consumes
approximately twelve quintals a year. It is always serious when the roo-hours-
for-one-quintal line is crossed; to cross the 200 is a danger signal; 300 is famine.
In René Grandamy’s opinion the 100 line was always crossed because of some
sharp fluctuation, either by a rocketing rise, as in the middle of the sixteenth
century, or by a sharp drop, as in 1883. Once the line was crossed in either
direction the movement always proceeded rapidly. Thus for the centuries covered
by this book, real prices moved in an unfavourable direction. The only favour-
able period seems to have followed the Black Death; this discovery makes it
necessary to revise systematically all previous assumptions.

The conclusion therefore points to a low level of town wages, and to the
poverty of the people in the country, where wages in kind fluctuated to almost
the same rhythm. The rule for the poor was therefore fairly plain: they were
obliged to fall back on secondary cereals, ‘on less expensive products which still
provided a sufficient number of calories, to abandon foods rich in protein in
order to consume foodstuffs based on starch’. In Burgundy, on the eve of the
French Revolution, ‘the peasant, apart from the small farmer, eats little wheat.
This luxury cereal is reserved for sale, for small children and for a few rare
celebrations. It supplies the purse rather than the table ... Secondary cereals
make up the main part of the peasant’s food: conceau or maslin, rye in fairly
rich homes, barley and oats in the poorest, maize in Bresse and in the Sadne
valley, rye and buckwheat in Morvan.’**! Average consumption in Piedmont in
about 1750 was as follows (in hectolitres): wheat 0'94; rye o'91; other grains o'41;
chestnuts 045,22 a total of 271 hectolitres a year. In this rather inadequate diet,
wheat played only a modest part.
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15 TWO EXAMPLES OF REAL WHEAT PRICES

This graph seeks to show the significance of the trend in real wages (expressed in wheat). Old-style
measures have been converted into present-day quintals and the price of wheat calculated in
tens of hours of manual labour.

The line marked 10 (i.e. 100 hours of work) represents the dangerous ceiling above which
life becomes difficult for the workers; it becomes desperate at 200 hours and famine occurs at
300 hours (the record was reached in 1709: 500 hours).

The interest of the graph lies in the area where the two curves cross: in 1540-50, the 100
hour line was crossed and there was not to be a return to this low level until 1880-90, after a
very long period of high prices. The crossing of the 100 hour line appears to happen very
precipitately, whether the movement is up or down; whenever it happens, it marks a shift in the
entire economy.

This graph is one more piece of evidence pointing to a relatively good standard of living for
ordinary people in the fifteenth century, despite a few sharp alarms, evidently the result of bad
harvests. (From R. Grandamy’s article in J. Fourastié, Prix de vente et prix de revient, 14th
series.)
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Bread of the rich, bread and gruel of the poor

There are different grades of bread just as there are various types of corn. In
Poitiers in December 1362, ‘when the price of a setier of wheat reached twenty-
four sous, there were four types of bread: choyne bread without salt, salted
choyne bread, safleur bread and reboulet bread’. Choyne bread, with or without
salt, was superior-quality white bread made from sifted flour. Safleur bread (the
name is still used) contained the full flour, not subjected to sifting. Reboulet was
probably made from 90% whole flour, and contained that fine bran ‘which is
still called riboulet in the Poitou dialect’. These four qualities corresponded to
calm periods of moderate grain prices. Only three categories were authorized
when prices were low, or rather reasonable, but seven widely different qualities
could be manufactured when they rose; which meant in effect a whole range of
inferior bread.??* Nothing is more typical of the extent to which social inequality
was the general rule (we have taken Poitiers from amongst thousands of other
examples). Bread was sometimes bread in name alone. Often there was none at
all.

Europe remained faithful to an old tradition and continued to feed on coarse
soups and gruels until the eighteenth century. These were older than Europe
itself. The puls of the Etruscans and ancient Romans were basically millet. Alica,
another gruel, had a starch or bread basis; there was also something known as
Punic alica, a luxury dish containing cheese, honey and eggs.!** Before it was
made with maize, polenta was a gruel of barley grains, toasted and then ground
and often mixed with millet. Oats were used in Artois in the fourteenth century
(probably earlier and certainly later) ‘to prepare a sort of porridge or gruel very
common among the rural population’.*?* A gruel made of millet was current in
Sologne, Champagne and Gascony in the fourteenth century and until the
eighteenth. In Brittany there was also a thick gruel called grou made from
buckwheat and water or milk.!?¢ Doctors in France at the beginning of the
eighteenth century recommended gruel on condition that it was ‘made with rich
oats’.

These old practices have not entirely disappeared today. Scots and English
porridge is a gruel made from oats; kasha in Poland and Russia is made from
ground and toasted rye, cooked like rice. A British grenadier in the Peninsula
campaign in 1809 cooking a makeshift dinner was unwittingly linked to an old
tradition: ‘We prepared this wheat,” he tells, ‘by boiling it like rice or, if it were
more convenient, we crushed the grain between two flat stones and then boiled
it so that we had a sort of thick dough.’**” A young Turkish sipahi, Osman Aga,
captured by the Germans at the time of the taking of Limova near Temesvar in
1688, was even more resourceful, much to his guards’ surprise. The regular
bread, the kommissbrot, being exhausted, the quartermaster distributed rations
of flour to the soldiers (they had been without supplies for two days). Osman
Aga was the only person who knew how to knead it with a little water and cook
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it under the hot ashes of the fire, having been, he said, in similar circumstances
before.1?® It was almost like bread - or at any rate the unleavened bread, kneaded
and cooked under ashes that is often eaten in Turkey .and Persia.

White bread was therefore a rarity and a luxury. ‘In all French, Spanish and
English homes,” wrote Dupré de Saint-Maur, ‘there are not more than two
million men eating wheaten bread,’*?* If the statement is accurate it would mean
that no more than 4% of the European population ate white bread. Even at the
beginning of the eighteenth century, half the rural population fed on non-bread-
making cereals and rye, and a lot of bran was left in the mixture of grains that
went to make the bread for the poor. Wheaten bread and white bread, choyne
bread (probably the bread eaten by canons, the word being a corruption of
chanoine), remained a luxury for a long time. A French proverb says ‘Don’t eat
the choyne bread first’.1? It existed early on, but for the exclusive use of the
rich. In 1581, young Venetians on the road to Compostela in Spain broke into
an isolated house near the Duero to appease their hunger. There they found
‘neither real bread, nor wine, nothing but five eggs and a large loaf made of rye
and other mixtures which we could scarcely bear to look at, and of which some
of us were able to eat one or two mouthfuls’.13

Of even higher quality than white bread, ‘soft bread’ became popular in
Paris fairly early on. It was made from the finest flour, with the addition of
brewer’s yeast (in place of ‘true’ yeast). When milk was added to the mixture it
became the ‘Queen’s bread’ that Maria de Medici adored.*** In 1668 the Faculty
of Medicine vainly condemned the use of brewer’s yeast but it continued to be
used for ‘rolls’. Women carried bushels full of them ‘balanced on their heads in
the manner of milkmaids’ to the bakers’ shops each morning. Soft bread of
course remained a luxury. As a Parisian said (1788): ‘with its firm golden crust
it seems to rebuke the Limousin cob ... it looks like a noble amongst rustics’.133
These luxuries, however, were only available in times of abundance. In times of
dearth, as in Paris in September 1740, two decrees of the Parlement promptly
forbade ‘the making of any types of bread except second quality’. Soft bread
and rolls were prohibited; so was the use of powder with a flour base, widely
used on wigs at that period.?**

The real revolution in white bread only occurred between 1750 and 1850. At
that period wheat took the place of other cereals (as in England) and bread was
increasingly made from flours that had had most of the bran removed. At the
same time the view gained ground that only bread, a fermented foodstuff, suited
the health of the consumer. Diderot considered all gruel indigestible ‘not having
yet been fermented’.’** In France, where the revolution in white bread began
early, a National School of Bakery was founded in 1780.1%¢ Shortly afterwards
Napoleon’s soldiers introduced this ‘previous commodity, white bread’ all over
Europe. None the less, taking the continent as a whole, the revolution was
amazingly slow and not completed before 1850. But its influence on what kind
of crops were grown was felt well before its final success, because of the
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A meal of gruel in a peasant family in Holland (1653). The single dish is set on a stool. On the
right the fireplace; on the left a ladder serves as a staircase. Engraving by A. Van Ostade,
Bibliotheque Nationale, Paris. (Photo B.N.)

traditional demand of the rich and the new demand of the poor. Wheat was
predominant near Paris in the Multien and the Vexin, from the beginning of the
seventeenth century, but not until the end of the century in the Valois, Brie and
Beauvaisis. And western France remained loyal to rye.

The French led the way then, on the matter of white bread. Where is good
bread eaten if not in Paris? asked Sébastien Mercier: ‘I like good bread, I know
it and I can tell it at a glance.”*’



Daily Bread 139

To buy bread, or bake it at home?

The price of bread did not vary; its weight did. Roughly speaking, variable
weight was the general rule throughout the Western world. The average weight
of bread sold in the bakers’ shops in Saint Mark’s Square or on the Rialto in
Venice varied in an inverse ratio to the price of grain as Figure 16 demonstrates.
Regulations published at Cracow in 1561, 1589 and 1592 indicate the same
practices: unvarying prices and variable weights. They fixed what must have
been the equivalents in bread, of variable quality and weight, of one grosz (a
coin) - six pounds of rye bread or two pounds of wheaten bread in 1592.13%

There were exceptions to this, including Paris. The regulation of July 1372
distinguished three types of bread: Chailli bread, blistered or bourgeois bread
and brode bread (a brown bread). Their respective weights for the same price
were one, two and four onces. At this period, therefore, the usual system of
constant prices and variable weights was in force. But after 1439!*° the respective
weights of the three types of bread were fixed once and for all at half a pound,
one pound and two pounds. ‘After that, it was the price of bread that changed
with the price of grain.” This was probably because of the authorization to sell
‘cooked bread’ by weight granted at a very early date to bakers working outside
the capital - at Gonesse, Pontoise, Argenteuil, Charenton, Corbeil, etc. Bread in
Paris, as in London, was bought at one of the ten to fifteen markets in the town
much more than at bakers’ shops.1*°

Bakers throughout Europe were then important people, more important even
than the millers, because they bought grain direct and therefore played the part
of merchants. But their production was intended only for a part of the consuming
public. Domestic ovens, even in towns, must be taken into account in the
production and public sale of household bread. In Cologne in the fifteenth
century, in Castile in the sixteenth and even today, peasants from the neigh-
bouring countryside arrived in the towns at daybreak to sell bread. In Venice it
was the ambassadors’ privilege to be supplied with country bread from the
outskirts. It was reputed to be superior to the produce of the Venetian bakers.
And numerous wealthy houses in Venice, Genoa and elsewhere had their own
granaries and ovens. Even more modest householders often baked their own
bread, judging by a painting of the town market in Augsburg in the sixteenth
century: grain is being sold in small measures (which can indeed still be seen in
the town museum).

In Venice in 1606, according to perfectly credible official calculations, bakers
only handled 182,000 stara of the city’s total grain consumption of 483,000.
Markets accounted for another 109,500, and ‘households which buy their own
provisions’** for 144,000. The rest was used for the manufacture of biscuit for
the fleet. So the bread sold by bakers amounted to only a little more than the
total of bread baked at home - even in Venice.!*?



The market on the Perlachplatz in Augsburg, in the sixteenth century. The different activities
represent different months: on the left, October, the sale of game; November, wood, hay,
slaughtering a pig; December, grain is sold in small quantities. On the right a long procession



of fur-clad bourgeois coming from the Town Hall. In the background the countryside.
(Stadtlische Kunstsammlungen, Augsburg.)
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(From F. Braudel, ‘La vita economica di Venezia nel secolo XVI’, in La Civilta
veneziana del Rinascimento.)

There was much commotion in Genoa in August 1673, when there was talk
of forbidding domestic baking. ‘The people-are grumbling,’ explained the French
consul. ‘It seems that [the nobles of the town] want to force everyone to buy
bread at the markets and it is said that there are gentlemen [i.e. local business-
men] who offer one hundred and eighty thousand écus a year to have this
privilege of making bread because . .. the custom is that everyone makes his own
bread at home, and with this law passed no one will be able to do so, which will
be a very great expense because bread is sold at the markets ... at a price of
forty lires a mina and is only worth about eighteen, besides which the aforesaid
bread sold is good on the day it is made and is bitter and cannot be eaten on the
next. This affair is causing a great stir and yesterday morning a notice was found
stuck up on Saint-Sire Square where the ancient nobility assembles, which spoke
strongly against the government and threatened that its tyranny would be
evaded.’*

According to Parmentier, it was only in the 1770s that the practice of baking
bread at home died out ‘in most of the large towns in France’.*** Jean Meyer
notes that home-baking had entirely disappeared in Nantes by 1771, and puts it
down to the adoption of white wheatmeal bread.!*

We may wonder where the grain bought for family baking was ground. In
fact all towns had mills close at hand, for if grain kept fairly well (even so it was
often stored on the ear and several threshings took place throughout the year)
flour hardly kept any time. It had to be ground almost daily then, all through
the year, in the mills which were then to be seen on the outskirts of every village



A bread-oven, Cracow, fifteenth century. Codex of Balthasar Behem. Jagiellonska Library,
Cracow. (Photo Marek Rostworowski.)

and town, and sometimes even in the centre, wherever there was a stream. Any
breakdown in the mills - such as happened in Paris, for instance, when the Seine
froze or even flooded - brought immediate supply problems. So it is hardly
surprising that windmills were built on the fortifications of Paris and that hand-
powered mills still survived and had their advocates.

Grain rules Europe

The trinity of grain, flour, bread is to be found everywhere in the history of
Europe. It was the major preoccupation of towns, states, merchants, and ordi-
nary people for whom life meant ‘eating one’s daily bread’. Bread is an insistent
presence in all the correspondence of the period. Whenever the price began to go
up, there was much agitation and threats of revolt. Necker’s observation was
equally true everywhere, from London to Paris or Naples: ‘the people will never
listen to reason on the subject of dear bread’.!

At every alert, the mass of small consumers, those who would suffer most,
were quick to resort to violence. In Naples, in 1585, large-scale exports of grain
to Spain had caused domestic famine. The people had to eat bread di castagne
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The high density of mills. This map of 1782 (which is disconcertingly oriented so that the south
is at the top, the north at the bottom, the Adriatic on the left and the Apennines on the right)
shows five large villages one of which is a double village Montalboddo-plus-Vaccarile, lying
between four streams in the Marches behind Ancona. The total population of 15,971
inhabitants, spread out over an area of 450km? has access to 18 mills, i.e. one mill for 880
inhabitants; the average in France was of the order of one to 400 (cf. p. 358). But a lot depended
on the power of the mills, the number of wheels and millstones and this we do not know.
(Photo Sergio Anselmi.)

e legumi - made with chestnuts and pulses. The grain-hoarding merchant
Giovanni Vicenzo Storaci faced with a crowd who were shouting that they
would not eat that bread, insolently replied: Mangiate pietre (‘Eat stones’). The
Neapolitans hurled themselves at him and murdered him, dragged his mutilated
body round the city and finally chopped the corpse into pieces. The viceroy
subsequently had 37 men hanged, drawn and quartered, and sent another 100 to
the galleys.'*” In Paris, in 1692, the bakers’ shops on the Place Maubert were
looted. The repression was prompt and brutal: two of the ringleaders were
hanged, the others sent to the galleys, put in chains or flogged,**® and the trouble
died down at least apparently. But thousands of similar bread-riots occurred
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between the fifteenth and the eighteenth century. And it was of course with one
such that the French Revolution began.

A very good harvest, on the other hand, was greeted as a divine godsend. In
Rome, on 11 August 1649, a solemn mass was celebrated to thank God for the
good harvest that had just been brought home. Pallavicini, the official in charge
of supply, became a hero overnight: ‘He has doubled the size of a loaf of
bread.’*” The reader will have grasped the meaning of this apparently puzzling
expression: as we have seen, in Rome as virtually everywhere else, the price of
bread never changed; but the size of a loaf did. So Pallavicini had indeed (though
only for a short while) at a stroke increased by 110% the buying power of the
very poorest people, those who hardly ate anything but bread.

Rice

Rice is an even more tyrannical and enslaving crop than wheat. Readers of a
recent history of China by a distinguished historian!*® may have been amused at
the author’s constant comparisons: one emperor was the Hugues Capet of China,
another the Louis X1, or the Louis x1v, or the Chinese Napoleon. To understand
the world of the Far East, the Westerner has to refer to his own circumstances.
So we will refer to wheat when talking of rice. Both plants are gramineae and
both natives of dry countries. Rice was later adapted to a semi-aquatic cultiva-
tion, which ensured its high yields and popularity. But one characteristic still
reveals its orjgin: like wheat its roots require a rich supply of oxygen, which
stagnant water cannot give. Consequently, however static the water in a rice
field may appear, it is always in motion at some time so that oxygenation is
possible. Hydraulic technology has therefore to be used alternately to create and
suspend the movement of the water.

Compared to wheat, rice can be considered both more and less important.
More in the sense that it accounts not, as wheat does, for 50% to 70% of the
diet of the millions who eat it - but for 80% or 90%, or even more. Unhusked,
it keeps better than wheat. On the other hand in the world as a whole, wheat
cultivation is more extensive, accounting for 232 million hectares in 1977 to
rice’s 142. However, wheat yields much less to the hectare than rice (16:6 quintals
against 26, on average) and the total production figures are roughly equal: 366
million tons of rice to 386 of wheat (and 349 of maize).*** But the figures for rice
are subject to adjustment, since they apply to unpolished rice: it loses 20% to
25% of its weight when it is husked. So the total production figure drops to 290
million tons, far below wheat and maize where the outer covering is retained.
Another disadvantage of rice is that it holds the world record for the amount of
man-handling it requires.

It must be added that, despite spreading in Europe, Africa and America, rice
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is still largely limited to the Far East, to the tune of 95% of present production;
and that it is usually consumed locally, so that there is no trade in rice comparable
to the grain trade. The only important trade before the eighteenth century was
from southern to northern China, by the Imperial Canal, for the benefit of the
Court at Peking; rice also travelled from Tonkin, present-day Cochin China, and
Siam, to India, which always suffered from a shortage of food. There was only
one exporting area in India: Bengal.

Rice cultivated dry and in paddy-fields

Rice and wheat like so many other cultivated plants, are natives of the dry
valleys of central Asia. But wheat became popular much earlier than rice,
possibly in about 5000 BC as compared with 2000 Bc. Wheat therefore had a lead
of tens of centuries. For a long time rice made a poor showing amongst dry-land
plants. The earliest Chinese civilization did not know of rice at all: its staple
crops were three gramineae grown on the vast windswept lands of northern
China. They are still standard crops today: sorghum, with stems four to five
metres high, wheat and millet. This, according to an English traveller (1793),
was ‘the Barbadoes millet distinguished by the Chinese under the name of Kow
leang or lofty corn. It is cheaper than rice in all the northern provinces where it
was probably the grain first cultivated, as it appears in ancient Chinese books,
that measures of capacity were originally ascertained by the numbers of this
grain which they contained. Thus one hundred grains would fill a choo.’**2
European travellers in northern China, who arrived exhausted in Peking in 1794,
found that all the inn could offer was ‘some wretched sugar and a dish of half-
cooked millet’.?** Even today, gruels made of wheat, millet and sorghum are still
regularly eaten, alongside soya and sweet potatoes.'**

Compared with this early progress, southern China, tropical, wooded and
swampy, long remained a poor region. Like the Pacific islanders today, its
inhabitants lived on yams - liana tubers used to make a nourishing flour - or
taro (colocasia), a plant similar to beetroot. Its leaves are still a characteristic of
the small earthbanks in China today, proof that taro was once important there.
The American plants - sweet potato, manioc, potato and maize - did not cross
the sea to join yam and colocasia until after the European discovery of the New
World. They met resistance from the rice-growing civilization, well established
by then. Manioc only became established in the region of Travancore in the
Deccan, and the sweet potato in China in the eighteenth century, in Ceylon and
on the distant Sandwich Islands of the Pacific Ocean. Today, tubers are still not
much eaten in the Far East. Cereals are far more important, above all rice: 220
million tons in Asia as a whole in 1966, as against 140 million tons of grain
(wheat, millet, maize, barley).**

Aquatic rice is thought to have become established in India first and then to
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have reached southern China overland or by sea, possibly in about 2150 or
2000 BC. It settled in slowly, in the standard form in which we now know it, and
as it spread, the hourglass of Chinese life turned: the new south took over the
dominance of the old north - especially as the north had the misfortune to open
on the deserts and routes of central Asia and would later suffer invasions and
devastation. From China (and India) rice-growing spead widely into Tibet,
Indonesia and Japan. For the countries that adopted it, ‘it was a way of showing
that they were civilised’.?*¢ In Japan, the acceptance of rice must have been very
slow, since it was already there in the first century AD, but did not play a very
large part in the Japanese diet until the seventeenth century.!’

Even today paddy-fields cover very small areas in the Far East (probably
95% of the total land devoted to aquatic rice in the world but still only 100
million hectares in 1966).1*® Outside this zone, rice managed to spread over
enormous spaces somehow or other as a dry-land plant. This poor-quality rice"
is the staple foodstuff of certain underdeveloped peoples. Imagine a burnt and
cleared corner of a forest in Sumatra, Ceylon or the highlands of Annam. The
grain is sown broadcast on the cleared earth without any preparatory work (the
tree stumps are left where they are and the ground is not tilled; the ashes serve
as fertiliser). It ripens in five and a half months. A few crops - tubers, aubergines,

“various vegetables - can then be tried in its wake. This system completely
exhausts the poor soil. The following year another section of the forest has to
be cleared. With decennial rotation, this type of cultivation theoretically de-
mands one square kilometre for fifty inhabitants, in fact for about twenty-five,
as a good half of the mountainous ground is unusable. If the rotation necessary
to restore the forest is not ten but twenty-five years (as is most frequently the
case), the density should be ten to the square kilometre.

The ‘fallow forest’ invariably yields a fine soil easily worked by primitive
tools. The system works well, provided, obviously, that the population does not
increase excessively and that the destroyed forest grows again after each succes-
sive burning. This system of cultivation has various local names: ladang in
Malaysia and Indonesia, ray or rai in the Vietnam mountains, djoung in India,
and tavy in Madagascar where rice was introduced by Arab sailors in about the
tenth century. They are all simple forms of life, supplemented by ‘the farinaceous
marrow of the sago palms’, or the produce of the bread-fruit tree. They are a far
cry from the methodical production of the paddy-fields but very far also from
the exhausting labour they demand.

The miracle of the paddy-fields

So much has been written about the paddy-fields that we should be able to give
a fairly complete account of them. Drawings in a Chinese work of 1210, the
Keng Tche Tou, already show the chequered pattern of the paddies, divided into
small patches, irrigation pumps worked by pedals, the planting and harvesting



Rice seedlings, nineteenth-century China. (Photo B.N., Paris.)

of the rice, and ‘the same plough as today, yoked to a single buffalo’.*** The
picture is the same whatever the date, even today. Nothing seems to have
changed.

What is striking at first glance is the extraordinarily intensive utilization of
these precious lands: ‘All the plains are cultivated,” wrote the Jesuit Father du
Halde (1735).%%° ‘One sees neither hedges, ditches nor almost any trees, so afraid
are they of losing an inch of land.” That other admirable Jesuit, Father de Las
Cortes, had said the same thing a century before: ‘there was not an inch of land
... not the smallest corner that was not cultivated’.*** The paddies are divided
by flimsy earthbanks into sections some fifty metres along each side. Water flows
in and out of them. The water is muddy - which is a good thing, as mud restores
the fertility of the soil and does not suit the malaria-carrying mosquito. The
clear water in hills and mountains, on the other hand, favours mosquitoes; so
the ladangs and ray are regions of endemic malaria and therefore of limited
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demographic growth. In the fifteenth century Angkor Wat was a thriving capital,
with rice-fields irrigated by muddy water. Siamese attacks were not themselves
responsible for its destruction; but they threw daily life and agriculture into
confusion. The water of the canals cleared and malaria triumphed, and, with it,
the invading forest.*é? Similar dramas seem to have occurred in seventeenth-
century Bengal. If the rice-field was too small and flooded by adjacent clear
water, the destructive onslaught of malaria was unleashed. Malaria was omni-
present in the depression between the Himalayas and the Siwalik hills, where
there are so many clear springs.*®

Water is certainly the great problem. It can submerge the plants: in Siam and
Cambodia the unparalleled adaptability of floating rice, capable of growing
stems nine to ten metres long, had to be used to combat the enormous variations
in water level. The harvesting is done from boats, by cutting the heads and
leaving the stalks, which are sometimes of incredible length.!¢* Bringing in and
then draining off water is another difficulty. Sometimes it is brought along
bamboo conduits from high-ground springs; sometimes drawn from wells, as in
the Ganges plain and often in China; or, as in Ceylon, from large reservoirs -
but the tanks that collect the water are almost always at a low level, sometimes
sunk deeply into the ground. In some places it was therefore necessary to carry
water to a paddy-field on higher ground, hence the rudimentary norias and pedal
pumps that can still be seen today. To replace them by steam pumps or electric
pumps would be to forfeit cheap human labour. Father de Las Cortes saw them
functioning: ‘They sometimes draw water,” he noted, ‘with a handy little
machine, a sort of noria that does not require horses. It is the easiest thing in the
world [according to him] for a single Chinaman to make this device rotate with
his feet all day’.2¢* Sluices were also needed to make the water flow from one
paddy to the next. Of course, the system chosen depends on local conditions.
When no type of irrigation is possible, the earthbanks of therice fields serve to
retain rainwater, which is enough to support a very large area of cultivation in
the plains of the monsoon lands of Asia.

All in all, an enormous concentration of work, human capital and careful
adaptation was involved. Even then nothing would have held together if the
broad lines of this irrigation system had not been firmly integrated and supervised
from above. This implies a stable society, state authority and constant large-
scale works. The Imperial Canal of the Blue River at Peking was also a vast
irrigation system.'¢ The increase in the number of rice-fields implied an increase
in state control. It also implied the concentration of villages, as much because of
the collective requirements of irrigation as because of the insecurity of the
Chinese countryside.

The rice-fields therefore brought high populations and strict social discipline
to the regions where they prospered. If southern China was dominant in about
1100, it was because of rice. As early as 1380, the population of the south was
two and a half times that of the north: 38 million to 15, according to the official
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figures.’*” And the real achievement of the rice-fields was not their continuous
use of the same cultivable area, nor their water technology designed to safeguard
the yield, but the two or sometimes three harvests they produced every year.

This can be illustrated by the present-day calendar of Lower Tonkin: the
farming year begins with the January planting-out; the harvest comes five months
later in June: this is the ‘five-month crop’. In order to make sure of another, five
months later, in the tenth month, all speed must be made. The harvest is hastily
taken to the barns, the rice-fields must be ploughed again, levelled, manured and
flooded. There is no time to sow broadcast - germination would take too long.
The young plants are taken from a seed-bed where they have been thickly sown
on a well-manured soil. Then they are planted out at intervals of 10 to 12 cm.
The seed-bed, which is abundantly manured with both human excrement and
domestic refuse, is vital to the operation: it saves time and produces strong
seedlings. The harvest of the tenth month - which is the important one - is in
full swing by November. Immediately afterwards begins the ploughing for the
January planting.t¢®

The sequence of these hurried labours is fixed by a strict agricultural time-
table everywhere. In Cambodiaé® the first tilling after the rains, which leave
pools of water, ‘wakes up the rice-field’. The ground is tilled once from the
circumference inwards and then from the centre outwards. The peasant walks
beside his buffalo so as not to leave hollows behind him that would fill with
water. He draws one or many diagonal channels across the furrows to drain off
excessive water; he also has to pull up the weeds and leave them to rot, drive
away the crabs that infest insufficiently deep water and take the precaution of
pulling out the seedlings with his right hand and beating them against his left
foot ‘to knock the earth from the roots, which are further cleansed by being
rinsed in water’.

Proverbs and familiar figures of speech bear witness to these tasks. In Cam-
bodia, when the water is brought into the fields of seedlings, they call it the
‘drowning of partridges and turtledoves’; when the first panicles appear they say
that ‘the plant is pregnant’; the rice-field then takes on a golden hue the ‘colour
of a parrot’s wing’. A few weeks later, at harvest-time, when the grain ‘where
the milk has formed becomes heavy’, comes the game (or almost a game) of
stacking the sheaves in ‘mattresses’, ‘lintels’, ‘flying pelicans’, ‘dogs’ tails’ or
‘elephants’ feet’. Threshing completed, the grain is winnowed to remove ‘the
promise of the paddy’ (the strict meaning of paddy is ‘rice in the husk’).

To a Westerner, the chevalier Chardin, who saw rice being grown in Persia,
the most striking thing was the speed at which it grew: ‘This grain ripens in
three months, although it is moved after shooting up; for ... it is transplanted,
ear by ear in a well watered and muddy soil ... A week’s drying and the grain
is ripe.’”° It was the speed that explained the two harvests, both of rice, or
farther north one of rice and the other of wheat, rye or millet. Sometimes three
harvests are possible, two of rice and one in between of wheat, barley, buckwheat
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or vegetables (turnips, carrots, beans, Nankin cabbages). The rice-field is thus
afactory. In Lavoisier’s time one hectare of land under wheat in France produced
an average of five quintals; one hectare of rice-field often bears thirty quintals of
rice in the husk. After milling, this means twenty-one quintals of edible rice at
3500 calories per kilogram, or the colossal total of 7,350,000 calories per hectare,
as compared with 1,500,000 for wheat and only 340,000 animal calories if that
hectare were devoted to stock-raising and produced 150 kilograms of meat.*”?
These figures demonstrate the enormous advantage of the rice-field and of
vegetable foodstuffs. The Far Eastern civilizations’ preference for vegetarianism
certainly does not spring from idealism.

Rice lightly boiled in water is daily food, like bread in the West. One cannot
help thinking of the Italian pane e companatico when noting the meagre accom-
paniment to the rice ration of a well-fed peasant in the Tonkin delta in modern
times: ‘five grams of pork, ten grams of nuoc mam (fish sauce), twenty grams of
salt and a quantity of green leaves with no calorific value’ to rooo grams of white
rice (representing 3500 calories out of a total of 3565).772 The daily ration of a
rice-eating Indian in 1940 was more varied, but equally vegetarian: ‘560 grams
of rice, 30 grams of peas and beans, 125 grams of fresh vegetables, 9 grams of oil
or vegetable fat, 14 grams of fish, meat and eggs and a negligible quantity of
milk’.?”* And the workers of Peking were equally short of protein in 1928, since
80% of their expenditure on food went on cereals, 15-8% on vegetables and
spices and only 3-2% on meat.}”*

Present-day reality is not far removed from the past. In seventeenth-century
Ceylon, a traveller noted with amazement that ‘some rice cooked in water and
salt, with a few green leaves and the juice of a lemon, passes for a good meal’.
Even ‘the great’ ate very little meat or fish.'”* In 1735, Father du Halde mentions
that a Chinaman who had spent the day working incessantly ‘often in water up
to his knees, in the evening ... would think himself lucky to find rice, cooked
herbs, with a little tea. It must be noted that rice in China is always cooked in
water and is to the Chinese what bread is to the European, never giving rise to
distaste.’’”¢ The ration, according to Father de Las Cortes, was: ‘a small bowl
of rice and water without salt, which is the usual bread in these regions’ - or
rather .four or five of these bowls ‘which they raise to their lips with their left
hand, holding two sticks in their right, hastily conveying it to their stomachs, as
if they were throwing it into a bag, blowing on it first of all’. There was no point
in mentioning bread or biscuit to these Chinese. When they had wheat they ate
it in cakes kneaded with lard.'””

These Chinese ‘rolls’ delighted Guignes and his fellow travellers in 1794.
They improved them with ‘a little butter’ and thus ‘made up for the fasts the
mandarins had imposed on us’.1’® What one has here is surely choice of an entire
civilization, a dominant taste or rather passion, in terms of diet, the result of a
conscious preference, the recognition of excellence. To stop cultivating rice
would be to slide down the scale. “The men in the monsoon lands of Asia,’ says
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Pierre Gourou, ‘prefer rice to tubers and gruel cereals’ or bread. Japanese
peasants today cultivate barley, corn, oats and millet, but only between rice
harvests or when only dry cultivation is possible. They never eat these cereals
- ‘which they think dreary’ - except from necessity. This explains why rice at
present extends as far towards the Asiatic north as possible, up to the 49th
parallel, in regions where we would expect other crops.t”®

The entire Far East lived on a diet of rice and its by-products, even the
European settlers in Goa. The Portuguese women of the town, writes Mandelslo
in 1639, prefer rice to bread ‘now that they have got used to it’.18® A wine made
from rice in China was ‘as intoxicating as the best Spanish wine’, ‘tending
toward the colour of amber’. Either in imitation, or perhaps because rice was so
cheap in the West, ‘in certain places in Europe [in the eighteenth century] a very
strong liquor was distilled from it, but it is forbidden in France as are spirits
made from grain or molasses’.!®!

Diet therefore consisted of a great deal of rice, and little meat or no meat at
all. Its overwhelming importance in these circumstances can be imagined; var-
iations in its price in China affected everything, including the daily pay of the
soldiers, which rose and fell with it on a kind of sliding scale.’®? It was even
more marked in Japan, where rice was actually currency before the crucial
reforms and changes of the seventeenth century. The price of rice on the Japanese
market, with additional pressures from monetary devaluations, multiplied by
ten between 1642-3 and 1713-15.1%

Rice’s greatest claim to fame is the second harvest. When does this date
from? It must already have been established for several centuries by the time
Father de Las Cortes admired the multiple harvest in the Canton area in 1626.
He noted that from the same land, ‘they obtain three consecutive harvests in one
year, two of rice and one of wheat, with a yield of 40 or 50 to 1, because of the
moderate heat, atmospheric conditions and most excellent soil, much better and
more fertile than any soil in Spain or Mexico’.*** We may doubt the ‘40 or 50 to
I’ and perhaps the third harvest (of wheat), but the impression of abundance
remains. As for the precise date of this crucial revolution, it was at the beginning
of the eleventh century that varieties of early-maturing rice (which ripened in
winter and thus made the double harvest possible) were first imported from
Champa (the centre and south of Annam). Gradually the innovation reached all
the warm provinces, one by one.!® By the thirteenth century, the system had
been established. And thus the great demographic expansion of southern China
began.

The importance of rice

The success of and preference for rice raises a series of problems, as indeed does
wheat as the dominant foodplant of Europe. Boiled rice, like the European loaf
of bread, is a ‘staple foodstuff’ - that is, the entire nourishment of an enormous
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Threshing rice by hand. Drawing by Hanabusa Itché (1652-1724).
Galerie Jeannette Ostier, Paris. (Photo Nelly Delay.)

population depends upon the monotonous daily consumption of this single food.
Cookery is the art of improving, making more attractive, the basic foodstuff:
this was common to both cultures. But historical information about Asia is often
lacking.

The success of rice brought it many obvious and far-reaching responsibilities.
For one thing, rice-fields occupy a very small area of ground. Secondly, their
high productivity enables them to feed a large and densely settled population.
According to the perhaps over-optimistic view of one historian, every Chinese
inhabitant over the last six or seven centuries would have been supplied with
300 kilograms of rice or other cereals, amounting to 2000 calories a day.'®¢ Even
if these figures are probably too high and even if the continuity of this well-being
is contradicted by unequivocal evidence of poverty and peasant revolts,*®” rice
nevertheless does seem to have provided a degree of security of food supply to
those who grew it. How else could they have kept their numbers up?

However, the concentration of the rice-fields and of the labour force in the
lowland regions led to some missed opportunities. So it was that in China, where
by contrast with Java or the Philippines, mountain rice was the exception until
at least the eighteenth century, a traveller could still in 1734 find the highlands
virtually deserted when he crossed from Ning Po to Peking.!®® As a result, all the
resources that Europe drew from her mountain regions - men, livestock, a whole
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active capital of energy which was put to good use - was foregone and even
deliberately rejected in the Far East. What an opportunity was lost there! But
then how could the Chinese be expected to develop their mountain regions,
when they had no experience of forestry or livestock farming, when they con-
sumed no milk or cheese, very little meat, and had never attempted to incorporate
the mountain-dwelling population where it existed (indeed the contrary). To
paraphrase Pierre Gourou, we should imagine the Jura or Savoy without flocks,
with haphazard forest clearings, and with the active population concentrated in
the plains, by the shores of the lakes and rivers. The cultivation of rice, its very
abundance and the eating habits of the Chinese population were partly respon-
sible for this state of affairs.

The explanation is also to be sought in a long and still obscure history. While
irrigation is not as ancient as Chinese tradition teaches, it was certainly intro-
duced on a large scale in the fourth and third centuries Bc, along with a
government policy of intensive land-clearing and the development of more
sophisticated agronomy.*®* It was during this age that China turned to hydraulics
and intensive cereal-production and created her classic historical landscape,
under the Han dynasty. Even so this landscape, which by Western chronology
appeared during the age of Pericles, cannot have been complete before the
successful introduction of the early-maturing varieties of rice in the south, which
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Threshing rice with a flail in Japan. Galerie Jeannette Ostier, Paris. (Photo Nelly Delay.)
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takes us to the time of the Crusades (eleventh to twelfth centuries). It was only
comparatively recently then, by the very slow standards of civilizations, that
classical China emerged in recognizable form, from a long agricultural revolution
which broke up and rebuilt her structures and which was undoubtedly the most
important event in the history of mankind in the Far East.

There is nothing comparable to this in Europe where, long before the
Homeric legends, an agrarian civilization was already established in the Medi-
terranean region - wheat, olives, vines and livestock, with herds of sheep that
moved from one level of the mountains to another, or down on to the plains.
Telemachus remembered living among the mud-stained mountain-dwellers of
the Peloponnese, who lived on acorns.**® Rural life in Europe was based on both
agriculture and stock-farming, labourage et paturage, the latter providing not
only the manure vital to the crops, but also animal energy which was put to
constant use, and a substantial share of human diet. On the other hand, a hectare
of arable land in Europe, under crop rotation, could nourish far fewer people
than a hectare in China. .

In the rice-growing south, the Chinese were preoccupied with their own
problems: they did not try, and fail, to conquer the mountain regions: they never
attempted it. Having eliminated almost all domestic animals and closed his
doors to the wretched mountain-dwellers, who grew rice on dry land, the
lowlander prospered, but had to become a jack-of-all-trades, pulling the plough
if necessary, hauling along the boats or hoisting them from one reach to another,
carrying timber, and footing it along the roads with news and letters. The
buffaloes of the rice-fields, who were fed on short rations, hardly worked at all.
Horses, mules and camels were only to be found in the north (but the north was
not rice-growing China). In the last resort, the China of the paddy-fields repre-
sents the triumph of a peasantry turned in upon itself. Rice-growing was not
initially directed towards outlying areas and new land, but became established
around the already existing towns. It was the domestic rubbish and human
excrement of the towns, and the mud of the streets that fertilized the first rice-
fields. So there was a constant coming and going of peasants to collect from the
townsthe precious fertilizer ‘which they pay for with herbs, vinegar or money’.***
And that also explains the unbearable smells that wafted over the towns and
country villages. The symbiosis between town and countryside was even greater
than in the West, which is saying a good deal. Rice, or rather the immense
success of rice-growing, was responsible for this.

It took the substantial demographic increase of the eighteenth century to
bring into cultivation the hills and certain mountain-slopes, along with the
revolutionary expansion of maize and sweet potatoes which had in fact been
imported two hundred years earlier from America. For important as it was, rice
did not rule out other crops - either in China, India or Japan.

Japan under the Tokugawa (1600-1868) experienced during the seventeenth
century, at a time when it was cut off, or virtually so, from foreign trade (after
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Two aspects of rice cultivation: Ploughing with a buffalo, ‘to make the water soak in and
penetrate the earth’.

1638), a spectacular development of both its economy and its population, which
rose to 30 million. The capital Edo (Tokyo), alone, had a population of a million
in about 1700. Progress on this scale was possible only because of a constant rise
in the agricultural production which supported these 30 million people on a
surface area which ‘could only have supported 5 or 10 million people in
Europe’.**? First of all, there was gradual progress in rice production, as a result
of improvements in seeds, in irrigation networks and drainage systems, and in
the manual implements used by the peasants (in particular the invention of the
senbakoki, a sort of giant comb used for raking the rice);'** and even more as a
result of the commercialization of richer and more plentiful fertilizers than
human or animal excrement: dried sardines, colza, soya or cotton cake, for
instance. These fertilizers often represented 30% to 50% of working expenses.!**
In addition, the increasing commercialization of agricultural products led to the
establishment of a considerable trade in rice, with merchants who hoarded
stocks; and also an increase of complementary crops like cotton, colza, hemp,
tobacco, pulses, mulberries, sugar cane, sesame and wheat. Cotton and colza
were the most important, colza in association with rice-growing, cotton with
wheat. These crops increased gross income from agriculture but required double
or triple the amount of fertilizer used in the rice paddies and twice as much
manpower. Outside the rice paddies, in the ‘fields’, barley, buckwheat and
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Irrigating the rice-field. Engravings from paintings in the Keng Che Too
(Cabinet des Estampes, B.N., Paris). (Photo B.N.)

turnips were often combined in a three-crop system. While rice was still subject
to a very heavy rent in kind (50% to 60% of the harvest was paid to the
landowner) these new crops led to the payment of rents in money. They linked
the rural world to a modern economy and account for the appearance of peasants
who were if not rich at least comfortably off, though the properties were and
remained tiny.'** This is proof enough, if proof is needed, that rice too is a
complex phenomenon with features which we Western historians are only
beginning to recognize.

As there were two Chinas, so there were two Indias: rice was grown all
round the peninsular part of India, to some extent in thelower Indus valley, and
throughoutthe broad delta and lower valley of the Ganges, but left an enormous
area to wheat and in particular to millet, which could be grown on infertile soil.
According to recent work by historians of India, there was a great burst of
agricultural activity, beginning with the Empire of Delhi, which undertook many
land-clearing and irrigation projects, diversified production, and encouraged
industrial crops like indigo, sugar cane, cotton and mulberry trees for silk-
worms.¢ In the seventeenth century, there was considerable demographic ex-
pansion in the towns. As in Japan, production increased too, and trade, parti-
cularly in grain and rice, was organized over very long distances, by land, sea
and river. But unlike Japan, it seems, there was no equivalent progress in
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agricultural techniques. Animals, oxen and buffalo, played an important role as
beasts of burden or as draught animals, but their dried dung was used as fuel,
not as fertilizer. For religious reasons, human excrement was not used as manure,
as in China. Above all, of course, the great herds of cattle were not used for
food, apart from milk and ghee (and these were only produced in small quantities
because of the poor condition of the animals, which were not usually kept under
cover and hardly fed at all).

All in all, rice and other grains could only provide inadequately for life in
the great subcontinent. As in Japan,'”” the demographic surplus of the eighteenth
century was to lead to dramatic famine in India. Rice cannot be blamed for that
of course, since it was not the only agent in India or elsewhere, of the over-
population, past or present. It only contributed to make it possible.

Maize

Maize is a fascinating subject to complete our study of the dominant food plants.
I decided after reflection not to include manioc, which only serves as a basis for
primitive and generally small-scale cultures in America. Maize, on the other
hand, sustained the brilliance of the Inca, Maya and Aztec civilizations or semi-
civilizations, all of which were its authentic creations. It then rose to remarkable
popularity on a world scale.

Well-ascertained origins

Everything is straightforward in this case, even the question of origins. As a
result of some doubtful texts and interpretations, eighteenth-century naturalists
thought that maize had come both from the Far East (yet again) and from
America, where Europeans discovered it at the time of Columbus’ first voyage.1®®
The first proposition is unquestionably wrong. Maize only reached Asia and
Africa (where certain remains, even certain Yoruba sculptures, might still be
misleading) from America. Archaeology has inevitably had the last word on the
question. Although ears of maize are not preserved in ancient layers, its pollen
can be fossilized. Fossilized pollen has been found around Mexico City, where
deep excavations have been carried out. The town in the past was on the edge
of a lagoon which was drained so that the ground subsided and considerable
settlement occurred. Numerous excavations of the old swampy soil of the town
have revealed grains of maize pollen at a depth of fifty to sixty metres - that is
dating from thousands of years ago. Some of the pollen is of the same type as
the maize cultivated today, some from at least two species of wild maize.
The problem has been elucidated by recent excavations in the valley of
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Tehuacan, 200 kilometres south of Mexico City. The dryness of this region,
which becomes an immense desert every winter, has preserved grains of ancient
maize, chewed-up leaves and the stalks of ears. These plants, together with
human remains, were found near points where underground water rose to the
surface. Cave dwellings have supplied the excavators with considerable material
and in one stroke yielded up the whole retrospective history of maize.

In the older layers you can see all the modern types of maize disappear
one by one.... Only a primitive maize is present in the very oldest, from
seven or eight thousand years ago, and everything suggests that it was not
yet cultivated. This wild maize was a small plant.... The ripe ear only
measured two to three centimetres, with only fifty or so grains, situated at
the axil of feeble bracts. The ear has a very fragile axis and the leaves
surrounding it do not form a lasting sheath, so that the seeds must have been
easily disseminated.'®®

Wild maize was thus able to ensure its survival. In cultivated maize, on the other
hand, the grains are imprisoned by leaves that do not open when the grain is
ripe. Man has to lend a hand.

Of course the mystery is not entirely solved. Why did this wild maize
disappear? The herds, notably of goats, brought in by the Europeans may have
been responsible. In what country did it originate? That it was America is
accepted, but research still has to fix the exact birthplace in the New World of
this plant so marvellously transformed-by man. Paraguay, Peru and Guatemala
have been suggested; Mexico has just shown a more ancient claim. But archaeol-
ogy too may have some surprises in store. And as if these fascinating questions
are destined to remain unsolved, some experts still talk or at least speculate
about a second possible place of origin of maize: the mountains of Asia, cradle
of almost all world cereals, or perhaps Burma.

Maize and American civilizations

In any case maize had long been part of the American landscape by the fifteenth
century, when the Aztec and Inca civilizations were becoming established. Some-
times it was combined with manioc, as in eastern South America; sometimes it
was grown alone, either as a dry crop or on the irrigated terraces of Peru and the
shores of the Mexican lakes. As far as dry cultivation is concerned, the system
is much the same as the cultivation of rice in ladang or ray. It is enough to have
seen the great brushwood fires on the Mexican plateau, the Anahuac, and the
immense clouds of smoke, in which aeroplanes (flying at only two or three
thousand feet above these highlands) sometimes go into alarming vertical drops
because of the pockets of warm air - to imagine the rotation of maize crops on
this dry terrain, a new section of forest or brush being cleared every year. The
system is called milpa. Gemelli Careri noticed it in the mountains near Cuer-



Woman grinding maize. Mexican sculpture, Museum of Anthropology, Guadalajara.

(Photo Giraudon.)
navaca a little way from Mexico in 1697: ‘There was only grass,” he noted, ‘so
dry that the peasants burned it to fertilise the land.’?*

Intensive cultivation of maize is found on the shores of the Mexican lakes,
and even more spectacularly on terraces in Peru. When the Incas came down by
the Andes valleys from the heights of Lake Titicaca they had to find land for
their increasing population. The mountain was cut out in steps, linked by
stairways and irrigated by a series of canals. Iconographic documents are very
evocative of this culture: they show peasants with digging sticks and women
planting the seeds; in another picture, the quickly ripening grain has to be
defended against the apparently countless birds and an animal, probably a llama,
which is eating a cob. At harvest-time the ear was pulled out with the stalk,
which was rich in sugar and a valuable foodstuff. It is instructive to compare
such naive drawings by Poma de Ayala with some photographs taken in upper
Peru in 1959. They show the same peasant vigorously driving in an enormous
digging stick and hoisting up large lumps of earth while the woman plants the
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grain. In the seventeenth century in Florida, Coreal saw the natives burning off
brush and twice a year, in March and July, using ‘pointed sticks’ to bury the
seed.?0!

Maize is a miraculous plant; it grows quickly and its grain is edible even
before it is ripe.?®*> The harvest from one grain sown was between 70 and 8o in
the dry zone of colonial Mexico; in the Michoacan, a yield of 150 to one was
considered low. Almost incredible record yields are mentioned of 800 to one on
very good land near Queretaro. It was even possible to obtain two harvests in
Mexico in hot or temperate country; one of riego (with irrigation), the other of
temporal (as a result of rainfall).2°* Thus, in the colonial period, we can imagine
yields of between five and six quintals a hectare, similar to those on small
properties today. Easily obtained, what is more, for maize has always been a
crop that demands little effort. The archaeologist Fernando Marquez Miranda
has given us an excellent account of the advantages enjoyed by peasants culti-
vating maize: it required them to work only fifty days in the year, one day in
seven or eight, according to season.?** They were therefore free, perhaps a little
too free. The maize-growing societies on the irrigated terraces of the Andes or
on the lakesides of the Mexican plateaux resulted in theocratic totalitarian
systems and all the leisure of the peasants was used for gigantic public works of
the Egyptian type. (It is arguable whether the cause was indeed maize, or
irrigation, or the dense population of societies which became oppressive from
sheer weight of numbers.) Without maize, the giant Mayan or Aztec pyramids,
the cyclopean walls of Cuzco or the wonders of Machu Pichu would have been
impossible. They were achieved because maize virtually produces itself.

The problem then is that on one hand we have a series of striking achieve-
ments, on the other, human misery. As usual we must ask: who is to blame?
Man of course. But maize as well.

Whatdid all that suffering achieve? An unsatisfactory daily bread made from
cornflour, cornmeal cakes cooked on earthenware dishes over low heat, or corn
popped over the fire. None of these is an adequate food. They need to be
supplemented by a meat ration, but that was never possible. Even today, the
maize-growing peasants in the Indian regions are only too often in a wretched
condition, particularly in the Andes. Their food consists of maize, more maize
and dried potatoes (our potatoes are known to have originated in Peru). Cooking
is done in the open air on a hearth built of stones. The one room in the low hut
is shared by animals and people alike. Their unchanging clothes are woven from
llama wool on primitive looms. Their only resort is to chew coca leaves, which
numb the pangs of hunger, thirst, cold and fatigue; or to drink beer made from
sprouted (or mashed) maize, chicha, which the Spaniards discovered in the West
Indies and propagated, at least in name, throughout Indian America. Even more
popular is sora, the strong Peruvian beer. Both were dangerous drinks vainly
forbidden by sensible authorities. They enabled these sad and enfeebled popu-
lations to escape from themselves in Goyaesque scenes of drunkenness.?®*



An Indian maize plantation: the Indian camp of Secota in Virginia, on the edge of a forest, with
cabins, hunters, ritual dances, tobacco-fields (E) and maize (H and G) in widely spaced rows, as
de Bry explains, because of the importance of this plant ‘with broad leaves like those of great
reeds’. Theodore de Bry, Admiranda Narratio. . . , 1590, plate XX. (Photo Giraudon.)
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Maize has one serious disadvantage: it is not always within easy reach. It
stops half-way up the slopes of the Andes, because of the cold. Elsewhere it
occupies limited areas. The grain must therefore be moved around, whatever
the cost. The dramatic migration of the Yura Indians south of the Potosi, even
today, takes them down from the inhuman heights where they live - at an
altitude of 4000 metres - towards the maize regions. The providential saltmines
in the mountains which they work like stone quarries, provide them with
exchange currency. Every year, in March, men, women and children, all on foort,
embark on a journey of at least three months there and back in search of maize,
coca and alcohol; bags of salt stand like ramparts near their camps. This is a
small and modest example of one of the ways in which maize or maize flour
have been moved around since the very distant past.?°¢

In the nineteenth century, Alexander von Humboldt??” in New Spain and
Auguste de Saint-Hilaire?®® in Brazil noted the transport of maize by mules, with
its stopping places, ranches, stations and fixed routes. Everything depended on
it, even the mines. There is no saying who profited most: the miners in search of
silver, the gold-washers - or the food merchants. Any stoppage in the traffic and
the consequences immediately affected the mainstream of history, as we can tell
from the memoirs of Rodrigo Vivero, Captain-General of the port of Panama at
the beginning of the seventeenth century: silver from the Potosi mines arrived at
the port of Panama from Arica, via Callao. The valuable cargo then crossed the
isthmus and travelled to Porto Belo on the Caribbean Sea, first by caravans of
mules and then by boat on the river Chagres. But muleteers and boatmen had to
be fed, otherwise there would be no transport. And Panama lived solely on
imported maize, either from Nicaragua or Caldera (Chile). In 1626, during a
barren year, the situation was only saved by the dispatch of a boat from Peru
loaded with 2000 to 3000 fanegas of maize (100 to 150 tons) which enabled the
silver to travel over the heights of the isthmus.???

The dietary revolutions of the eighteenth century

Cultivated food plants are constantly reaching new areas where they can com-
pletely alter people’s lives. But their natural movements can take centuries or
millennia. After the discovery of America, however, such movements became
more frequent and faster. The plants of the Old World travelled to the New,
and in return New World plants reached the ‘Old: in one direction went rice,
wheat, sugar cane and the coffee bush; in the other maize, potatoes, haricot
beans, tomatoes,?'® manioc and tobacco. ‘
Wherever they went, the newcomers met resistance from existing crops and
eating habits: Europeans considered potatoes a sticky and indigestible food;
maize is still despised in south-east China where rice still rules. But despite these
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entrenched attachments and the slow pace at which new experiences were
absorbed, all these plants in the end became widespread and accepted. In Europe,
in any case, it was the poor who first opened their doors to them; and demo-
graphic growth subsequently turned them into desperate necessities. And if the
world population increased, or was able to increase, was this not after all at
least partly the result of the increased production of foodstuffs which the new
crops made possible?

Maize outside America

Whatever the arguments put forward, it seems unlikely that maize had strayed
beyond its American home before the voyage of Columbus, who brought back
some grains when he first returned in 1493. It also seems unlikely that it originally
came from Africa. To cite the different names by which maize is known through-
out the world as evidence of origin is not very convincing: it has been called just
about every name under the sun. In Lorraine, for instance, it is known as ‘Rhodes
corn’; in the Pyrenees ‘Spanish corn’; in Bayonne ‘Indian corn’; in Tuscany
‘Syrian dourad’, elsewhere in Italy it was called il gran turco and in both Germany
and Holland it was also called ‘Turkish corn’; in Russia kukuru - which is in
fact the Turkish word for it, but in Turkey itself it was also known as ‘Roums
(i.e. Christian) corn’; and in Franche-Comté ‘turky’. In the Garonne valley and
the Lauragais, it had an even more unexpected change of name: it appeared in
the marshes of Castelnaudary in 1637 and round Toulouse in 1639, under the
name of ‘Spanish millet’, while millet, which was much grown in the area, began
to be listed in market records as ‘French millet’; then the two cereals were known
as ‘coarse millet’ and ‘fine millet’ until maize finally ousted millet altogether and
took its name: so by 1655, it was simply known as ‘millet’. And so it was called
for over a century, until the Revolution, when the word mais (maize) finally
appears on the market lists.?**

After the discovery of America, we can very approximately trace the career
of maize in Europe and beyond: it was a very slow one, with really widespread
success only in the eighteenth century.

Botanists had, however, begun to note the plant in their herbals as early as
1536 (Jean Ruel); and Leonhart Fuchs (1542) gives an accurate drawing of it,
adding thatit is to be found in any garden.?'? But what interests us is when it left
the kitchen-garden - which is usually an experimental laboratory - and con-
quered the fields and markets. The peasants had to become used to the new
plant, learn to use it and in particular to eat it. Maize is often associated in this
respect with haricot beans, which also came from America and which enriched
the soil: fagioli and grano turco invaded Italy together. Olivier de Serres noted
that they had both arrived in his native Vivarais by 1590.2** But it all took a very
long time. As late as 1700, an agronomist was still surprised that maize was so
little grown in France.?** Similarly, in the Balkans, maize became established
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17 DIFFERENT NAMES FOR MAIZE IN THE BALKANS
(From Traian Stoyanovitch, in Annales E.S.C., 1966, p. 1031.)

under at least ten different names, butin order to evade taxation and seigneurial
dues, it was restricted to gardens and land far off the main roads. It did not take
over the wide open spaces until the eighteenth century, two hundred years after
the discovery of America.?*’ It was only in the eighteenth century, in any case,
that maize really took hold in Europe as a whole.

This is quite surprising, since locally there were exceptions, where there was
early and spectacular success. Maize travelled from Andalusia, where it was to
be found in 1500, and from Catalonia, Portugal and Galicia where it was growing
by 1520, to Italy and to south-western France.

It was spectacularly successful in Venetia. Maize-growing is thought to have
been introduced there in about 1539, and had spread to the entire Terra Firma
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some time between the end of the century and the beginning of the next. It had
developed even earlier in the Polesina, a narrow region near Venice where there
was much capital investment in the sixteenth century, and where farmers were
experimenting with new cereals in whole fields: it is hardly surprising then that
the grano turco should have taken hold rapidly here from about 1554.21¢

In south-west France, Béarn was the first place to grow maize. By 1523 in the
Bayonne region, and 1563 in the country round Navarrenx,?!” maize was being
used as a green fodder crop. It took longer to become accepted as a food for the
peasants. The decline of woad-growing in the Toulouse area probably helped.?®

In the valley of the Garonne, in Venetia, and in general wherever it was
grown, it was inevitably the poor, whether in town or country, who had to take
without enthusiasm to eating cornmeal cakes instead of bread. We read of the
Béarn in 1698, for instance: ‘Milloc (i.e. maize) is a sort of grain from the Indies,
which the people eat.’?** ‘It is the principal food of the poor people in Lisbon,’?2°
according to the Russian consul there. In Burgundy, ‘gaudes, cornflour cakes
cooked in the oven, are the food eaten by the peasants and are taken to be sold
in Dijon’.2?! But nowhere did the upper classes take to eating maize: they
probably had the same reaction to it as the twentieth-century traveller to Mon-
tanegro who commented on ‘the heavy cornballs one sees everywhere here: their
golden yellow flour is pleasing to the eye but unpalatable to the stomach’.2

Maize had one very persuasive argument in its favour: its high yield. In spite
of the risks (a diet too dependent on maize can produce pellagra) it did after all
put an end to the previously recurrent famines in Venetia. The millasse of
southern France, the polenta of Italy and the mamaliga of Roumania thus all
became well known to the tables of the masses, who had experience, as we
should not forget, of much less palatable famine foods. No taboo in eating habits
stands up to famine. In addition, maize could also be used to feed livestock, and
once it began to be grown on fallow land, effected a revolution comparable to
that of the first forage crops which had also used the fallow. Finally, the growing
proportion of harvests accounted for by this abundant crop increased the prod-
uction of saleable wheat. The peasant ate maize and sold his wheat, for which
he could get about double the price. Itis"a fact that in eighteenth-century Venetia,
thanks to maize, between 15 and 20% of the cereal crop was exported - a
proportion comparable to that of England in 1745-55.2** France, during this
period, was consuming to within 1 or 2% of all the cereals it produced. But in
the Lauraguais too, ‘in the seventeenth and particularly the eighteenth centuries,
maize by supplying the bulk of the peasants’ food, makes it possible for wheat
to become a marketable crop’.2**

In the Congo, maize, which was imported from America by the Portuguese
in the early sixteenth century, and was known as Masa ma Mputa, ‘Portuguese
grain’, was not originally adopted with any more enthusiasm than in Europe. In
1597, Pigafetta reported that it was less highly prized than other cereals and was
used not to feed men, but for pigs.??* But this was an early reaction. Gradually
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maize came to occupy the first place among food plants north of the Congo, in
Benin and among the Yoruba. And the ultimate accolade, it has been incorpor-
ated into the cycle of legends, which also reminds us that food is not a reality
confined to material life.?*¢

Reaching Europe and even Africa was fairly easy. But for maize to penetrate
India, Burma, Japan and China was an achievement of quite a different order.
It arrived early on in China, by the first half of the sixteenth century, both by the
continental route, and over the Burmese frontier, thus reaching Yunan where it
became established; and by the sea route to Fukien whose ports had close links
with the East Indies. It was by the same ports incidentally (and through the
intermediary of either the Portuguese or the Chinese merchants who traded with
the Moluccas) that the groundnut arrived in the sixteenth century, and a little
later the sweet potato. However, until 1762, maize was not widely grown in
China, being confined to Yunan, a few districts in Szechwan, and Fukien. It did
not in fact take hold until the rapid population expansion of the eighteenth
century made it necessary to clear more land in the hills and mountains, outside
the rice-growing plains. Here again, it was from necessity, not choice that the
‘Chinese people had to give up their favourite food. Maize became widely
established in the north and spread even further towards Korea. It joined the
traditional northern crops, millet and sorghum, and this extension of maize-
growing restored the demographic balance between northern and southern
China, the south having been much more populous hitherto.??” Japan, too,
welcomed maize along with a whole range of new plants some of which reached
it by way of China.

Potatoes: a great future

Potatoes are known to have been growing in the Andes regions of America since
about 2000BC, at altitudes where maize cannot thrive. They were a life-saving
standby, usually in dried form in order to keep longer.??

The spread of potatoes to the Old World did not follow quite the same
pattern as that of maize: it was as slow, or even slower, but not as far-reaching.
China, Japan, India and Muslim countries were hardly affected. Potatoes became
a New World crop - spreading all over America - and above all a European
oné. The potato thoroughly colonized Europe, and this new plant caused what
amounted to a revolution in eating habits. One economist, Wilhelm Roscher??*
(1817-94), even maintained, perhaps rather rashly, that the potato was the cause
of the population growth in Europe. We may be a little more cautious and grant
that it may have been one of the causes. The expansion of the European
population had occurred before the new plant could have had much effect. In
1764, we find one of the King of Poland’s advisers saying ‘I should like to
introduce [to our country] potato-growing, which is almost unknown.’?*® In
1790, around St Petersburg, only German colonists were cultivating potatoes.?**
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And yet the population was already growing in Russia and in Poland, as it was
everywhere else, before these dates.

As seems to be a general rule, the spread of the new crop was very slow. The
Spanish had encountered it in Peru in 1539; Spanish merchants even provided
dried potatoes for the Indian miners at Potosi, but the plant seems to have
crossed the Iberian peninsula without any immediate consequences. In Italy,
which may have been more ready to welcome new foods than Spain since it was
more populated, it aroused interest much more quickly, was grown experi-
mentally and was given one of its first European names; tartuffoli, one of the
dozens it received: turma de tierra, papa, patata, in Spain; batata, batateira in
Portugal; patata, tartuffo, tartuffola in Italy; cartoufle, truffe, patate, pomme de
terre in France; American potato in England; Irish potato in the United States;
Kartoffel in Germany; Erdtapfel in Vienna ~ and I will spare the reader the
Slavonic, Hungarian, Chinese and Japanese names.?3? Olivier de Serres mentions
it and gives a detailed account of how it is grown in 1600. The first botanical
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Incas planting and harvesting potatoes. Their tools are digging sticks and hoes.
Peruvian Codex of sixteenth century. (Phototheque A. Colin.)

description of the plant wasby Carolus Clusius in 1601, by which time, according
to him, it was already grown in most English gardens. Traditionally, Sir Walter
Raleigh is supposed to have introduced the potato to England a little earlier than
this, in 1588, the year of the Spanish Armada. This prosaic event, it could be
argued, probably had more consequences in the long run than the clash of the
two fleets in the English Channel.

The potato did not really take hold in Europe as a whole until the eighteenth
or even nineteenth century. But like maize, it was locally successful at earlier
dates. In France, which was particularly backward in this respect, the only areas
to grow it early were the Dauphiné; Alsace, where potatoes were growing in the
fields by 1660;2%* and Lorraine where it was established in about 1680, and where
although still criticized and disliked in 1760, it had by 1787 become ‘the principal
healthy nourishment’ of the country people.?** It had reached Ireland earlier
than this, in the first half of the seventeenth century and by the eighteenth it had
become, with a little milk and cheese, the almost exclusive diet of the peasants

s
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- with at first happy and later disastrous results.?** It made progress in England
too, but for a long time it was grown for export rather than for home consump-
tion.?*¢ Adam Smith deplored the English disdain for a crop which had appar-
ently proved its value as a food in Ireland.?*’

The new crop had more substantial success in Switzerland, Sweden and
Germany. It was indeed in Prussia, where he was a prisoner during the Seven
Years War, that Parmentier (1737-1813) ‘discovered’ the potato for France.?*®
However, in the Elbe region in 1781, not a valet or servant would deign to eat
tartoffeln ‘Lieber gebn sie ausser Dienst’: they prefer to change masters.?*

In fact wherever the potato was grown and suggested as a rival to bread,
there was resistance to it. Some claimed that it transmitted leprosy. Others that
it caused flatulence, which was admitted by the Encyclopédie in 1765, with the
comment: ‘But what is a little wind to the vigorous organs of the peasants and
workers!” So it is not surprising that in those countries where it spread widely
and rapidly, its victory is to be explained by peculiarly dramatic circumstances:
the threat of famine, for instance, as in Ireland, since the piece of land which
could grow enough to feed one person on wheat, could feed two on potatoes.?*°
Sometimes it was the threat of war, which could destroy the wheat-fields. The
peasants value the potato, a document explains apropos of Alsace, ‘because it
is never exposed ... to the ravages of war’: an army could camp all summer on
a potato field without destroying the autumn crop.?** Indeed every war seems to
have encouraged potato-growing: it happened in Alsace during the second half
of the seventeenth century; in Flanders during the war of the Augsburg League
(1688-97), then during the War of the Spanish Succession and finally during the
War of the Austrian Succession, which coincided with the cereal crisis of 1740;
it happened in Germany during the Seven Years War and especially during the
War of the Bavarian Succession (1778-9), which was known as ‘the potato
war’.2* Finally, it had one particular advantage: in some areas the new crop
was not subject to tithes and indeed it is through the lawsuits brought by
landowners that it is possible for us to trace the early introduction of the potato
to the southern Netherlands after about 1680, and in the-United Provinces from
about 1730.

Still in Flanders, C. Vandenbroeke has calculated the revolutionary rise in
potato consumption indirectly, from the fall in grain consumption which it
caused. The latter fell from o816 kilos per person per day in 1693 to o758 in
1710; 0680 in 1740; 0'476 in 1781; 0'475 in 1791. Thisdrop in grain consumption
meant that potatoes had replaced 40% of cereal consumption in Flanders. This
is corroborated by the fact that in France, which did not on the whole welcome
the potato, the grain ration went up rather than down during the eighteenth
century.?* The potato revolution took place there, as elsewhere in Europe, only
in the nineteenth century.

In fact it was part of a larger-scale revolution which drove a great variety of
vegetables and pulses from kitchen-gardens to fields: it occurred earliest in



Potatoes were the food of the humble. Charity offered to the poor of Seville in 1645 consisted
of a cauldron of potatoes. Detail of the picture on p. 79. (Photo Giraudon.)

England and did not escape the attention of Adam Smith: ‘Potatoes ... turnips,
carrots and cabbages,” he wrote in 1776, ‘things which were formerly never
raised but by the spade, but which are now commonly raised by the plough. All
sorts of garden stuff too, has become cheaper.’*** Thirty years later, a Frenchman
in London noted the abundance of homegrown vegetables, ‘which are served in
the unadorned simplicity of their natural state, like hay to horses’.?*

Eating other people’s bread

To convince oneself of the reality of the revolution in European eating habits in
the eighteenth century (even if it took two hundred years before it was fully
accomplished) one has only to look at the conflict that occurs whenever two
different diets meet - that is when an individual finds himself away from home
and from his usual foods and eating customs, and obliged to eat something else.
Europeans provide the best examples: their experiences reveal with unfailing
regularity the dietary frontiers and the difficulties of crossing them. In the
countries opened up to their curiosity or their exploitation they never abandoned
their customs: wine, alcohol, meat, ham that came from Europe and sold like
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gold in the Indies, even when worm-eaten. They had to have their bread at any
price. In China Gemelli Careri procured wheat and had it made into biscuits
and cakes ‘when biscuit was lacking, because rice cooked dry, as it is served in
this country, and with no seasoning whatsoever, does not suit my stomach’.2¢
In the Panama isthmus, where wheat would not grow, flour came from Europe.
Bread was therefore a luxury. ‘It is scarcely to be found except amongst Euro-
peans settled in the towns and rich Creoles, and they only use it when taking
chocolate or eating caramel sweets.” At all other meals they served maize cakes,
a sort of polenta, and even cassava ‘flavoured with honey’.?*

When that indefatigable traveller Gemelli Careri arrived at Acapulco from
the Philippines in February 1697, he naturally did not find wheaten bread. This
happy surprise was reserved for a later occasion, on the road to Mexico City in
the Massatlan trapiche, where ‘we found . . . good bread, which is no small thing
in these mountains where all the inhabitants eat only maize cakes’.?*® This is an
occasion to recall the considerable cultivation of wheat on irrigated or non-
irrigated land (riego or secano) in New Spain, intended for export to the towns.
On Tuesday, 12 March 1697, Careri actually witnessed a popular commotion in
Mexico City: ‘A sort of uprising occurred today; the populace went to ask for
bread under the Viceroy’s windows.” Measures were immediately taken to
prevent the people from burning the Palace, ‘as had been done at the time of the
Count of Galoe in 1692°.2*° Was this ‘populace’ composed of whites only, as
seems quite likely? If so, it suggests that one can make the simple equation: white
bread, white man (in the American context, of course). If on the other hand,
mestizos, Indians and black slaves from the town were involved, then it is most
probable that what they were demanding under the always ambiguous name of
‘bread’ was only maize. :

The rest of the world

However important they may be, the dominant food plants we have been
considering only occupy a small place in the world: they coincide with the zones
of dense population, and developed or fast-developing civilizations. And we
should not be misled by the very expression ‘dominant food plants’: they were
indeed adopted by the human masses and incorporated into their way of life to
the point of determining it and locking it into a sometimes irreversible series of
choices, but the relationship was reciprocal: it was the dominant civilizations
which established these crops and made their fortune. Wheat, rice, maize and
potatoes were transformed by those who used them. Pre-Columbian America
had five or six varieties of potato: scientific agriculture has now produced about
a thousand. There is nothing in common between the maize of the earliest
farmers and the maize now grown in the corn belt of the United States.



Wheat introduced to America by the Spaniards. The Indian labourers are using the same tools
in its cultivation as the European peasant. (Photo Mas.)

In short, what we may think of as the success of a plant may also, perhaps,
largely be the success of a culture. For a triumph of this order to be achieved, the
‘development techniques’ of the society achieving it have inevitably played a part.
If manioc, for instance, is not considered a major food plant, it is not because
cassava (the flour obtained when the manioc root is cut, washed, dried and
grated) is an inferior foodstuff. On the contrary, in many African countries
today, it is a bulwark against famine. But having originally been adopted into
primitive cultures, it has always remained among them. In America, as in Africa,
it remained the food of the local people, and never climbed up the social scale
in the same way that maize and potatoes did. Even in its countries of origin, it
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had to face competition from cereals imported from Europe. Plants, like men,
only survive when circumstances favour them. In this case, the mainstream of
history passed them by. Manioc and tropical tubers, a certain kind of maize,
and the providential tropical fruit trees - the banana trees, bread-fruit trees,
coconut palms and oil palms - were at the disposal of human communities less
privileged than therice- or wheat-growers, but who occupied, with perseverance,
very large areas. We can call them the people of the hoe.

The people of the hoe

What is striking even today is the vast extent of the land where work is done
mainly with either a digging stick (a sort of primitive hoe) or a hoe. These lands
form a belt round the whole world (Figure 18) including Oceania, pre-Columbian
America, Black Africa and a large part of south and south-east Asia (where they
border and sometimes cross the territory of the plough). In the south-east
particularly (Indochina in the broad sense) there is a mixture of the two types of
agriculture.

We can say: (1) that this feature of the globe is extremely old and applies
over the whole chronological range of this book; (2) that the people involved are
remarkably homogeneous, with inevitable local variations; but (3) that as the
centuries go by they naturally find themselves less and less protected from outside
influences.

(1) A feature of ancient times

If prehistorians and ethnologists - who are still arguing the point amongst
themselves - are to be believed, cultivation with the hoe was the result of a very
ancient agricultural revolution, even earlier than the revolution that gave birth
to agriculture with harnessed animals in about the fourth millennium Bc. It may
go back to the fifth millennium and be lost in the darkness of prehistory. Like
the other revolution, it is said to have originated in peninsular India or more
probably ancient Mesopotamia - in any case, from experience that had been
passed on from earliest times and had continued as the result of the endless
repetition of a lesson learned. ,

From our point of view it is unimportant whether the distinction between
agriculture with or without the plough is valid, because what is involved in
either case is the determination of tools. An original book by Ester Boserup
(1966)*° explains that in systems of the ladang type, described above, if space
is restricted, any increase in mouths to be fed results in a shorter fallow period
for the reconstitution of the forest. And the change of tempo in its turn will
make the transition from one tool to another necessary. The tool, according to
this theory, is the result and no longer the cause. The digging stick is adequate
- and sometimes not even needed - for sowing broadcast and planting seeds or
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Note how broad this zone is over the Americas and the Pacific islands. (From E. Werth.)
According to Hubert Deschamps, in a letter (7/1/1970) Werth is mistaken when he includes
Madagascar in the zone of cultivation by hoe. The implement used there is a very long spade,
probably of Indonesian origin, called an angady.

cuttings amidst ashes and charred wood (remember that the tree stumps are left
in the ground). But if the forest does not grow again, because of the rapid return
of cultivation, grass moves in. Burning it is not enough because fire does not
destroy the roots. The hoe is then essential for weeding. We see this happening
in Black Africa where cultivation takes place both on patches of burnt forest
and patches of burnt savannah. Finally, when the tempo of harvest is increasingly
accelerated, making necessary constant preparation of the land, the spade and
swingplough move in on the vast expanses laid bare and cleared of all shrub
formation.

This amounts to saying that our peasants with their hoes are backward
communities, that because demographic pressure is still light they have not been
forced into the skills and oppressive toil reserved to the drivers of harnessed
animals. Father Jean Francois of Rome (1648) gives us an accurate picture of the
agricultural activity of the Congo peasants during the rainy season: ‘Their
manner of cultivating the land,” he wrote, ‘demands little work because of the
great fertility of the soil [we need not of course accept this reason]; they do not
plough or dig, but scratch the earth a little with a hoe to cover the seed. In return



176  The Structures of Everyday Life

for this slight effort, they reap abundant harvests, provided that rainfall is not
deficient.’>* We can conclude that the labour of the peasant with a hoe was
more productive (considering time and effort spent) than that of the tillers in
Europe or the rice-growers in Asia, but that it was not conducive to dense human
settlement. It was neither soil nor climate that encouraged this primitive agri-
culture, but rather the vast area of fallow land (available precisely because of
the scattered population) and types of society which made up a network of

habits that were hard to break - what Pierre Gourou has called the ‘technical
parameters’.

(2) A homogeneous humanity

The world of men with hoes was characterized - and this is the most striking
fact about it - by a fairly marked homogeneity of goods, plants, animals, tools
and customs. We can say that the house of the peasant with a hoe, wherever it
may be, is almost invariably rectangular and has only one storey. He is able to
make coarse pottery, uses a rudimentary hand loom for weaving, prepares and
consumes fermented drinks (but not alcohol), and raises small domestic animals

- goats, sheep, pigs, dogs, chickens and sometimes bees (but not cattle). He lives-

off the vegetable world round about him: bananas, bread-fruit trees, oil palms,
calabashes, taros and yams. In Tahiti, in 1824, what should one of the Tsar’s
sailors find but bread-fruit trees, coconut palms, plantations of banana trees,
and ‘little patches of yams and sweet potatoes’.2s?

Naturally variations occur between the large zones of cultivation with the
hoe. For example we find cattle, buffalo and oxen in the African steppes and
savannahs, probably as the result of transmission in ancient times via the
Abyssinian tillers. The banana tree, which has always been cultivated (the fact
that it cannot reproduce by seeds but only by cuttings proves the antiquity of its
cultivation) and is characteristic of zones under the hoe, is absent in marginal
regions. It does not grow in the Sudan, north of the Niger or in New Zealand,
where the severity of the climate surprised the Polynesians (Maoris) who arrived
there in their outrigger canoes after their adventurous voyages between the ninth
and the fourteenth centuries AD.

But the main exception concerns pre-Columbian America. The peasants with
hoes who were responsible for the late-flowering and fragile civilizations of the
Andes and the Mexican plateaux, were descended from populations of Asian
origin, who reached America very early, by the Bering Straits, in several waves.
The oldest human remains so far found are thought to go back as far as 48000
or 46000 BC. But archaeological excavacations are still going on, and these dates
may well be amended. What seems beyond question is the fact that men were in
America from the very earliest times, that they were of evident Mongolian type
and that a very long time elapsed before the most striking successes of Amer-
indian civilization. Hunting and fishing accounted for the wanderings, which to
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seem extraordinary, of these little groups of prehistoric men. They travelled
e whole continent from north to south and may have arrived in Tierra del
lego by about the sixth millennium Bc. Oddly enough, in this remote corner
ere were still wild horses, a form of game which had vanished centuries earlier
om the other regions of the New World.?**

In the great open spaces of the American continent, these men from the north
vith perhaps the addition of a few boatloads of people from the Chinese and
1panese coasts and Polynesia who had been driven across the Pacific by storms)
slit up into tiny groups which developed in their own way in isolation, building
p their own cultures and languages without making contact with each other.
"he amazing thing is that geographically some of these languages are to be
ound as islands in other linguistically foreign zones.?** The small numbers of
he original Asian immigrants helps to explain why, apart from a few cultural
eatures that echo the ancestral origins, everything was created from scratch.
[he newcomers used and developed local resources in the course of a very long
>rocess of acclimatization. It was only much later that agriculture became
zstablished on a foundation of manioc, potatoes, sweet potatoes, and above all

maize: the latter, which probably originated in Mexico, led to the spread of the
hoe into the temperate zones in the north and south of the continent, far beyond
its usual habitat in the tropical or warm manioc zone.

(3) Absorption of new elements

With the social mixing set in motion by the maritime integration of the world,
modifications became increasingly numerous and new combinations of crops
appeared. I have already mentioned the arrival in the Congo of manioc, sweet
potatoes, groundnuts and maize, some of the benefits resulting from Portuguese
navigation and trade. The newcomers grew only moderately well among the
established plants: maize and manioc side by side with various kinds of millet,
white or red. Millet was mixed with water to give a sort of polenta which when
dried would keep for two or three days. ‘It serves as bread and is in no way
harmful to the health.’?** Similarly vegetables, also imported by the Portuguese
- cabbages, gourds, lettuces, parsley, chicory, garlic - did not usually prosper by
the side of the native peas, red haricots and beans. But they did not disappear.

The African food-producing trees formed the most distinctive setting: kolas,
banana trees, and particularly palm trees. There were many different varieties
of palm, providing oil, wine, vinegar, textile fibres and leaves. ‘The products of
the palm are to be found everywhere: in fences and roofs of houses, in traps for
game and in the fisherman’s eel-pot, in the public treasury [pieces of material
served as money in the Congo], in clothing, cosmetics, therapeutics and food-
stuffs.” ‘Symbolically, [palms] are male trees, and thus in a certain sense noble.’%¢

In short, these populations and societies dependent on rudimentary but long-
established agriculture should not be underestimated. Think of Polynesian ex-
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pansion, for example, which occupied an enormous maritime triangle, from
Hawaii to Easter Island and New Zealand in the thirteenth century: no mean
achievement. But civilized man has driven them far into the background. He has
obliterated, devalued their achievement.

The primitive peoples

The users of the hoe are not on the lowest rung of the cultural ladder. Their
plants, implements, crops, houses, navigation skills, domestic animals and suc-
cesses are an indication of a cultural level which is far from negligible. The
lowest level is occupied by peoples who subsist without agriculture and live by
gathering plants, hunting and fishing. These ‘predators’ occupy categories 1 to
27 of Gordon Hewes’s map - covering quite a large area. Indeed they occupy
vast expanses of land, but their rule is challenged by forests, lakes, meandering
rivers, wild animals, thousands of birds, ice and extremes of temperature. They
do not control their environment: at best they manage to slip in between the
obstacles and constraints it offers. Such peoples are at a minimum level in
history; it has even been said, wrongly, that they have no history.

We should, however, find a place for them in a ‘synchronic’ representation
of the world between the fifteenth and eighteenth centuries. Without them our
categorical and explanatory framework would not possess its full range, and
would lose its meaning. But how difficult it is to see them in historical terms, as
we might for instance the French peasant or the Russian settler in Siberia. All
the data is missing, except for what anthropologists of the past can tell us, or
travellers who observed their way of life and tried to understand the mechanisms
of their existence. And such explorers and voyagers, who were all Europeans
and in search of strange and picturesque images, were perhaps over-inclined to
apply their own experience and attitudes to other people. They judged by
comparison and contrast. And even these accounts, for what they are worth, are
incomplete and few in number. It is not always easy to discover from them
whether they are referring to really primitive people, living virtually in the Stone
Age, or to the people who lived by the hoe, whom we have already discussed
and who were as far removed from ‘savages’ as they were from the ‘civilized’
people of more populous societies. The Chichimec Indians, of northern Mexico,
who gavethe Spanish so much trouble were already the enemies of the sedentary
Aztecs, before the arrival of Cortes.?s?

To read the journals of the famous voyages round the world, from Magellan
to Tasman, Bougainville or Cook, is to find oneself lost in the monotonous and
limitless expanses of the sea, especially the southern seas which cover half the
planet. They tell us above all about the concerns of the sailors, the different
latitudes, the rations - especially water - the state of the rigging and steering,
the sicknesses and the mood of the crew. The lands they describe, briefly glimpsed
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when the ship puts in to port, were sometimes lost again as soon as they had
been discovered or rediscovered. Descriptions of them are vague.

This was not so, however, in the case of Tahiti, the Pacific paradise dis-
covered by the Portuguese in 1605, and rediscovered by the Englishman Samuel
Wallis in 1767. Bougainville put in there the following year, on 6 April 1768,
and James Cook almost a year to the day later, on 13 April 1769: between them
they established the reputation of the original model of the ‘South Sea island
myth’. But were the savages they described really primitive people? Far from it.
‘More than a hundred canoes of various sizes, all with an outrigger, surrounded
the two vessels [of Bougainville, a day before they dropped anchor at the island].
They were laden with coconuts, bananas and other local fruits. They exchanged
these delicious fruits for all kinds of trinkets which we gave them, in good
faith.’?*® The scene was repeated when Cook arrived on board the Endeavour:
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‘We had no sooner come to anchor’, the ship’s log relates, ‘than a great number
of the natives in their canoes came off to the Ship and brought with them
cocoanuts & c?.’?*? They swarmed aboard the ships like monkeys, and pilfered
whatever they could get their hands on, but agreed to peaceful exchanges. These
promising welcomes, the willingness to barter and exchange goods without
hesitation, are evidence of an established culture, and of the presence of social
discipline. The Tahitians were not in fact ‘primitive’ people at all: in spite of the
comparative abundance of wild plants and fruits, they cultivated gourds and
sweet potatoes (imported no doubt by the Portuguese), as well as yams and
sugar cane, which they ate raw. They reared pigs and poultry in abundance.?¢°

The crew of the Endeavour was to meet some truly primitive people later,
when they landed in the Magellan Straits, or on the way round Cape Horn,
possibly when they touched the coast of the south island of New Zealand, and
certainly when they dropped anchor off the shores of Australia, to go in search
of wood and water or to careen the ship’s hull. They did so, in fact, whenever
they had sailed outside the hoe-civilization belt.

So it was that Cook and his men encountered in the Le Maire Strait, at the
southernmost tip of America, a handful of wretched savages, deprived of every-
thing, and with whom the Europeans were unable to make any real contact.
Clad in sealskin, and possessing no other tools than harpoons, bows and arrows,
sheltering in rough cabins which were poor protection against the cold, they
were ‘in a word, ... perhaps as miserable a set of People as are this day upon
Earth’.2$* Two years earlier, in 1767, Samuel Wallis had met the same savages.
‘[One of our sailors] who was catching fish, gave to one of these Americans a
live fish which he had just caught, a little larger than a herring. The American
seized it as avidly as a dog does a bone that is thrown it: he killed it first by
biting it near the gills, then began to eat it starting with the head and proceeding
to the tail without discarding the bones, fins, scales or guts.’?¢*

And the Australian aborigines, whom Cook and his companions had leisure
to observe, were primitive people too. They lived a nomadic existence, without
possessions, hunting a little but living mostly from fishing in the mudflats at low
tide. “We never saw an inch of cultivated land in their country.’

And of course more numerous and equally representative cases could be
quoted from the northern hemisphere in inland regions. Siberia, of which more
later, remained an unparalleled anthropological museum until our own times.

But perhaps the outstanding field of observation is North America, with its
great expanses, against which European colonization pitted itself, bringing de-
struction and enlightenment. I know of no more evocative general view than the
Abbé Prevost’s Observations générales sur I’ Amérique.*s® For since he brings
together haphazardly the work of Fr. Charlevoix, the observations of Cham-
plain, Lescarbot, La Hontan and de Potherie, the Abbé Prévost has painted an
impossibly large picture, where over the vast expanses between Louisiana and
Hudson Bay, the Indians divide up into distinct groupings. There are ‘absolute



In New Zealand an English sailor barters a handkerchief for a crayfish. The drawing is taken
from the journal of a member of the Cook expedition in 1769. (Photo British Library.)

differences’ between them, as can be seen from the rituals and beliefs and the
infinite variety of customs of these ‘savage nations’. For us the crucial difference
is not whether they were cannibals or not, but whether they cultivated the earth.
Wherever the Indians are described as growing maize or other plants (tasks
usually left to the women, incidentally), whenever there is a mention of a hoe or
even a digging stick, or a long spade which cannot be described as autochthon-
ous, every time we hear of the various native methods of preparing maize, or of
the adoption of the potato in Louisiana for instance, or further west even of
Indians growing ‘wild oats’, we are in the presence of a settled or semi-settled
peasant community, however unsophisticated it may be. And from our point of
view, these peasants have nothing in common with the hunting and fishing
Indian tribes. (Who in fact did less and less fishing, as the European invasion,
without specifically aiming to, systematically drove them further from the fish
of the Atlantic seaboard and the eastern rivers, before later harassing them on
their hunting-grounds as well.) The Basques, for instance, gave up their original
trade of whale-harpooning and quickly turned to fur-trapping, which ‘does not
demand so much expense and fatigue and brings greater profit’.2¢* Even though
at this time, whales were still coming up the Saint-Lawrence, ‘sometimes in large
numbers’. So the Indian hunters were chased out by the fur traders, who were
master-minded from the forts on the Hudson Bay or stations on the Saint-
Lawrence, and who dispersed their poor nomadic settlements in order to surprise
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the animals ‘which can be caught in the snow’ with traps and snares: deer,
lynxes, martens, squirrels, ermine, otters, beavers, hares and rabbits. So it was
that European capitalism laid hands on the great stocks of furs and skins of
America - enough to challenge before long the hunters of the forests of Siberia.

One could multiply images like this to show convincingly that the story of
mankind, with all its halts and false starts stretching over thousands of years, is
one: that synchrony and diachrony join hands. The ‘agricultural revolution’ did
not take place only in a few privileged areas like the Middle East in the seventh
or eighth millennium Bc. It had to spread to new regions and its progress was
not accomplished in a single movement; far from it. Varieties of human experi-
ence are spread out over a single itinerary, but at several centuries distance. In
today’s world, the civilizations of the hoe have not yet been eliminated. And a
few primitive people still survive, here and there, protected by the inhospitable
lands which have become their sanctuaries.



Superfluity and Sufficiency:
Food and Drink

WHEAT, RICE AND MAIZE - the staple foods of the majority of the world’s
inhabitants - represent problems of a comparatively simple type. As soon as we
begin to consider less ordinary foodstuffs (meat, for example), or needs of a
more diversified nature such as clothing and shelter, we are moving into.a much
more complex area. For here necessity and luxury are constantly found side by
side.

Perhaps it will help to clarify the problem if we distinguish from the start
between the condition of the majority - the food, clothing and lodging of the
general run of mankind - and that of the minority, the privileged, whom we
may regard as living in luxury. To make such a distinction, between the average
and the exceptional, means applying a necessary but difficult dialectic. We shall
have to move to and fro across the dividing line, since our classification can
never be perfect: luxury is an elusive, complex and contradictory concept, by
definition constantly changing: it can never be identified once and for all.

Sugar, for example, was a luxury before the sixteenth century; pepper was
still a luxury in the closing years of the seventeenth; so were alcohol and the first
‘aperitifs’ at the time of Catherine de Medici, or the swansdown beds and silver
cups of the Russian boyars before Peter the Great. The first flat plates, which
Francis 1 ordered from a goldsmith in Antwerp in 1538, were also a luxury. The
first deep plates, known as ‘Italian’, were mentioned in the inventory of Cardinal
Mazarin’s possessions in 1653. Other sixteenth- and seventeenth-century luxu-
ries were forks (ordinary table forks) and glass window panes, both of which
originated in Venice. But the manufacture of glass panes - the glass was no
longer made with potassium after the fifteenth century but with soda, which
gave a more transparent material, easy to smooth - became widespread in
England in the following century thanks to coal-firing. So one present-day
historian likes to think that the Venetian fork and English glass met somewhere
in France.! It is also surprising to think that the chair is still a luxury, a rarity in
Islam and India even today. Indian troops stationed in southern Italy during the
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Second World War were amazed at the wealth they saw: there were chairs in all
the houses! Handkerchiefs were another luxury. Erasmus in his Civility explains:
‘To wipe the nose on the cap or sleeve belongs to rustics; to wipe the nose on the
arm or elbow to pastrycooks; and to wipe the nose with the hand, if by chance
at the same instant you hold it to your gown, is not much more civil. But to
receive the excreta of the nose with a handkerchief turning slightly away from
noble people is an honest thing.’? Oranges likewise were still a luxury in England
in the Stuart period: they appeared around Christmas and were preciously
guarded until April or May. And we have said nothing yet on the inexhaustible
subject of dress.

Luxury then can take on many guises, depending on the period, the country
or the civilization. What does not change, by contrast, is the unending social
drama of which luxury is both the prize and the theme, a choice spectacle for
sociologist, psychologist, economist and historian. A certain amount of conniv-
ance is of course required between the privileged and the onlookers - the
watching masses. Luxury does not only represent rarity and vanity, but also
social success, fascination, the dream that one day becomes reality for the poor,
and in so doing immediately loses its old glamour. Not long ago a medical
historian wrote: ‘When a food that has been rare and long desired finally arrives
within reach of the masses, consumption rises sharply, as if a long-repressed
appetite had exploded. Once popularised [in both senses of the word - becoming
“less exclusive” and “more widespread”] the food quickly loses its attraction
... The appetite becomes sated.’® The rich are thus doomed to prepare the future
life of the poor. It is, after all, their justification: they try out the pleasures that
the masses will sooner or later grasp.

This affords plenty of scope for futility, pretentiousness and caprice. “We
find extravagant praise of turtle soup amongst English eighteenth-century
authors: it is delicious, a sovereign remedy for consumption and weakness, it
arouses the appetite. No state dinner [like the Lord Mayor’s banquet in the City
of London] was without turtle soup.’* Also in London we hear of ‘roast mutton
stuffed with oysters’. Economically extravagant, Spain paid silver coin for wigs
manufactured for her by the wicked countries of the north. ‘But what can we do
about it?” asked Ustariz in 1717.° At the same time the Spaniards were buying
the loyalty of a few sheikhs in North Africa with black tobacco from Brazil.
And if we believe Laffemas, adviser to Henry 1v, many of the French were, like
savages, willing to take ‘baubles and strange merchandise in exchange for their
treasures’.®

Similarly Indochina and the East Indies provided gold dust, spices, precious
woods - sandalwood and rosewood - slaves and rice in exchange for Chinese
trifles: combs, lacquer boxes, and coins made of copper mixed with lead. But it
is comforting to find that China, in its turn, committed similar acts of folly for
swallows’ nests from Tonkin, Cochin China and Java, or ‘paws of bears and
various other wild animals which arrive salted from Siam, Cambodia, or Tar-



Luxury at a Venetian banquet: detail of ‘The Wedding at Cana’ by Veronese, 1563.
(Photo Giraudon.)
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tary’.” Finally, to return to Europe: “What a wretched luxury porcelains are!
exclaimed Sébastian Mercier in 1771. ‘A cat, with one tap of its paw, can do
more damage than the devastation of twenty arpents of land.”® However, the
price of Chinese porcelains was falling at that time and soon they no longer
served as anything but common ballast for boats returning to Europe. The moral
is not surprising: every luxury dates and goes out of fashion. But luxury is reborn
from its own ashes and from its very defeats. It is really the reflection of a
difference in social levels that nothing can compensate for and that every move-
ment recreates. An eternal ‘class struggle’.

This was a conflict waged not only by classes, but by c1v1hzat10ns Civiliza-
tions were incessantly eyeing each other, acting out the same drama as the rich
played in relation to the poor. But this time it was reciprocal, and therefore
created currents and led to accelerated exchanges, from near and far. In short,
as Marcel Mauss wrote, ‘it was not in production that society found its driving
force: luxury is the great stimulus’. According to Gaston Bachelard ‘the attain-
ment of the superfluous causes greater spiritual excitement than the attainment
of necessities. Man is a creature of desire and not a creature of need.” Jacques
Rueff, the economist, goes so far as to repeat that ‘production is the daughter of
desire’. Probably few would deny the existence of such drives and cravings even
in present-day societies with their mass luxuries. For there is no society without
a hierarchy. And the slightest social prestige is associated with luxury, today as
in the past.

Does that mean one should accept the view, advanced most forcefully by
Werner Sombart,” that the luxury displayed by the princely courts of the West
(of which the papal court of Avignon was the prototype) laid the foundations of
early modern capitalism? Or rather should one say that before the innovations
of the nineteenth century, the many forms of luxury were not so much an
element of growth as a sign of an economy failing to engage with anything, one
that was incapable of finding a meaningful use for its accumulated capital? In
this sense, one could suggest that a certain kind of luxury was, and could only
be, a phenomenon or sign of sickness peculiar to the ancien régime; that until
the Industrial Revolution it was (and in some cases still is) the unjust, unhealthy,
conspicuous and wasteful consumption of the ‘surplus’ produced by a society
with fixed limits on its growth. In reply to the unconditional defenders of luxury
and its creative capacity, the American biologist Theodosius Dobzhansky has
written: ‘I for one do not lament the passing of social organizations that used
the many as a manured soil in which to grow a few graceful flowers of refined
culture.’®®



Eating habits:
luxury and the foods of the masses

The two sides are clearly visible at first glance: luxury and poverty, superabun-
dance and penury. Luxury is the more conspicuous spectacle, the better docu-
mented and also the more attractive to the armchair observer today. The other
side cannot but be depressing, however unwilling one may be to accept a
Michelet-type romanticism, all too natural in the circumstances.

A belated luxury

We can risk the generalization that there was no real luxury or sophistication of
eating habits in Europe before the fifteenth or sixteenth centuries. In this respect
the West lagged behind the other Old World civilizations.

Chinese cookery, which has taken over so many restaurants in the West
today, belongs to a very ancient tradition, over a thousand years old, with its
unchanged rules, rituals, elaborate recipes: one that is extremely attentive both
in a sensual and a literary sense to the range of tastes and their combinations,
displaying a respect for the art of eating which is shared perhaps only by the
French (though in a completely different style). An interesting book, recently
published,!? stresses the little-known riches of the Chinese diet, its variety and
the balance it maintains - with many illustrations. But I would be inclined to
temper the enthusiasm of F.W. Mote’s contribution with the essays by K.C.
Chang and-]J. Spencer. It is quite true that Chinese food is healthy, tasty, varied
and inventive; it makes admirable use of the available ingredients, and it provides
a balanced diet, with fresh vegetables and soya proteins compensating for the
scarcity of meat. But one could equally well sing the praises of French provincial
culinary tradition, and point to the inventiveness, taste and ingenuity developed
in France over the last four or five hundred years in the use of local resources:
meat, poultry, game, cereals, wines, cheeses, homegrown fruit and vegetables,
not to mention the distinct tastes of butter, lard, goosegrease, olive or walnut
oil, or the traditional methods of home preserving. But the real question is: was
this what most people ate? And in France, the answer is no. The peasant often
sold more than his ‘surpluses’, and above all, he never ate his best produce: he
ate millet and maize and sold his wheat; he ate salt pork once a week and took
his poultry, eggs, kids, calves and lambs to market. As in China, feasting on
special occasions interrupted the monotony and shortages of everyday life. And
such feasts undoubtedly kept alive the popular tradition of cookery. But the diet
of the peasants, that is the vast majority of the population, had nothing in
common with the cookery books written for the rich, any more than it would
with the following list, drawn up by a gourmet in 1788 of the gastronomic
resources of France: turkey with truffles from the Périgord; paté de foie gras
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from Toulouse, partridge patés from Nérac, fresh tunny patés from Toulon,
skylarks from Pézénas, brawn from Troyes, woodcock from the Dombes, capons
from the Caux, Bayonne hams, cooked tongue from Vierzon - and even ‘the
sauerkraut of Strasbourg’.? Exactly the same must have been true of China:
refinement, variety or even having enough to eat were for the rich. From popular
proverbs, it is possible to deduce that meat and wine were for the rich; for a
poor man, having enough to live on meant ‘having grains to chew’. Chang and
Spencer are agreed that Sir John Barrow was not mistaken when he stated in
1805 that in culinary matters nowhere in the world was the disparity between
rich and poor as great as in China. To illustrate this, Spencer quotes from a
famous eighteenth-century novel, The Dream of the Scarlet Pavilion: the rich
young hero happens by chance to visit the humble home of one of his serving-
women. The servant, as she offers him a tray on which she has carefully laid out
the best food in the house - cakes, fruit and nuts - sadly realizes ‘that there was
nothing there which Pao-yii could possibly be expected to eat’.??

Whenever we talk about elaborate cooking in the past, we are invariably
referring to a luxury. Though in fact this sophisticated cuisine, typical of all
advanced civilizations, and found in China in the fifth century and in the Muslim
world from the eleventh or twelfth centuries, did not appear in the West until
the fifteenth century, and then in the rich city-states of Italy where it became a
costly art with its own precepts and etiquette. The Senate in Venice was very
early on protesting at the expensive feasts the young nobles held; in 1460 it
forbade banquets costing half a ducat a head. The banchetti, of course, contin-
ued. Marin Sanudo’s Diarii have preserved some of the menus and prices from
these princely meals, on gala days of the Carnival. As if fortuitously, they ritually
contained the dishes forbidden by the Venetian government: partridges, pheas-
ants, peacocks, and so on. A little later, Ortensio Lando in his Commentario
delle pin notabili e mostruose cose d’Italia (printed and reprinted in Venice from
1550 to 1559) attempted to list foods available to charm gourmet palates in the
towns of Italy; he had a bewildering range to choose from: sausages and saveloys
from Bologna, zampone (stuffed bacon hock) from Modena, round pies from
Ferrara, cotognata (quince jam) from Reggio, cheese and gnocchi with garlic
from Piacenza, marzipan from Sienna, caci marzolini (March cheeses) from
Florence, luganica sottile (fine sausage) and tomarelle (mince) from Monza,
fagiani (pheasant) and chestnuts from Chiavenna, fish and oysters from Venice,
even eccellentissimo bread (a luxury in itself) from Padua, not forgetting the
wines whose reputation later grew.*

But even at this time, France had become the homeland of fine fare, where
precious recipes were created and others collected from the four corners of
Europe and the world; the place where the presentation and the ceremonial of
those profane festivals of gourmandizing and bon ton were perfected. The
abundance and variety of French resources, were able to surprise even a Venetian.
Girolamo Lippomano, ambassador in Paris in 1557, wentinto ecstasies over the
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omnipresent opulence: ‘There are innkeepers who will feed you at their houses
at all prices: for one tester, for two, for one écu, for four, for ten, for even twenty
per person, if you so wish. But for twenty-five écus, you will be given manna in
soup or roast phoenix: in fact everything that is most precious on earth.’*’
However, great French cooking was perhaps only established later, with the
Regency and the active good taste of the Regent; or even later still, in 1746, when
‘Menon’s Cuisiniére bourgeoise finally appeared, a valuable book which rightly
or wrongly has certainly run through more editions than Pascal’s Provinciales’.*¢
From then on, France, or rather Paris, prided itself on culinary fashion. ‘People
have only known how to eat delicately,’ claimed a Parisian in 1782, ‘for the last
half-century.’’” However, another, writing in 1827, argued that ‘the art of
cookery has made more progress in the last thirty years than it did in the whole
preceding century’.’® The later writer had before him, it is true, the magnificent
spectacle of a few great ‘restaurants’ of Paris (only recently had the ‘traitants’ or
‘suppliers’ become ‘restaurateurs’). In fact fashion governs cooking like clothing.
Famous sauces fall into disrepute one day and after that elicit nothing but
condescending smiles. ‘The new cooking,” wrote the author of the Dictionnaire
Sentencieux (1768), who seems to have had a dry sense of humour, ‘is all juice
and jelly.” ‘Soup,’ says the same dictionary, ‘which everyone ate in former times
is rejected today as too bourgeois and too old-fashioned a dish, on the pretext
that stock relaxes the fibres of the stomach.” The same went for ‘pot herbs’, the
vegetables which the ‘refinement of the century has almost banished as a vulgar
food! ... Cabbages are no less healthy, nor less excellent’, for all that, the writer
continues, and all the peasants eat them throughout their lives.?

Other small changes gradually occurred. Turkeys came from America in the
sixteenth century. A Dutch painter, Joachim Buedkalaer (1530-73) was probably
among the first to include one in a still life, today in the Rijksmuseum, Amster-
dam. We are told that turkeys multiplied in France with the restoration of
internal peace in the reign of Henry 1v! I do not know quite what to make of this
new version of the famous ‘poule-au-pot’ but by the late eighteenth century, they
had certainly caught on: ‘Turkeys,” wrote a Frenchman in 1779, ‘have made
geese more or less disappear from our tables, on which they formerly held the
place of honour.”?® Do the fat geese of Rabelais’ period belong to a past age of
European gluttony?

We might also follow fashion in food through the revealing history of certain
words which are still in use but which have changed in meaning several times:
entrées, entremets, ragoits, etc. Similarly with ‘good’ and ‘bad’ ways of roasting
meat - but that is another, and very long, story.
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Carnivorous Europe

There was, as we have said, no sophisticated cooking in Europe before the
fifteenth century. The reader must not let himself be dazzled by feasts like those
given by the ostentatious court of the Valois of the house of Burgundy: fountains
of wine, set-pieces, and children disguised as angels descending from the sky on
cables. Ostentatious quantity prevailed over quality. At best, this was an orgy
of greed. Its striking feature was the riot of meat - a long-lasting feature of the
tables of the rich.

Meat, in all its forms, boiled or roasted, mixed with vegetables and even
with fish, was served ‘in a pyramid’ on immense dishes called mets in France.
“Thus all the roasts placed on top of one another formed a single mets, and the
very varied sauces for them were offered separately. They did not even think
twice about piling up the whole meal on a single vessel and this dreadful hotch-
potch was also called a mets.’** We have French cookery books dated 1361 and
1391 mentioning assiettes (plates) in the same sense: a meal of six assiettes or
mets consisted of what we would call six courses. All of them were lavish and
to our eyes often unexpected. A single mets, of four described in succession in
the Ménagier de Paris (1393), consisted of the following: pdtés of beef, rissoles,
lamprey, two broths with meat, white fish sauce, plus an arboulastre, a sauce
made with butter, cream, sugar and fruit juice.?? The book gives the recipe for
each of these items but we would not advise a cook today to take them literally.
All experiments have turned out badly. '

Consumption of meat on this scale does not seem to have been a luxury
reserved to the very rich in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. Even in 1580,
Montaigne noted dish-stands in inns in Upper Germany equipped with several
compartments to enable the servants to offer at least two dishes of meat at the
same time and replenish them easily up to the seven dishes Montaigne observed
on certain days.?®> Meat abounded in butchers’ shops and eating houses: beef,
mutton, pork, poultry, pigeon, goat and lamb. As for game, a treatise on cooking,
possibly dating from 1306, gave a fairly long list available in France; wild boar
was so common in Sicily in the fifteenth century that it cost less than butcher’s
meat; Rabelais’ list of feathered game is interminable: herons, egrets, wild swans,
bitterns, cranes, partridges, francolins, quails, wood pigeons, turtledoves, pheas-
ants, blackbirds, larks, flamingoes, water fowl, divers, etc.** Except for large
items (boar, stag, roe deer) the long price list for the Orleans market (from 1391
to 1560) indicates regular and abundant supplies of game: hare, rabbit, heron,
partridge, woodcock, lark, plover, teal.?s The description of the Venice markets
in the sixteenth century is equally rich. This was perhaps only to be expected in
a Europe so sparsely populated. A news item from Berlin appeared in the Gazette
de France on 9 May 1763: ‘Since livestock is very scarce here’, the king had
ordered ‘a hundred head of deer and twenty boar’ to be driven into the city
‘every week, for the inhabitants’ consumption’.*¢



Feast given in Paris by the Duke of Alva in honour of the birth of the Prince of the Asturias,
1707. Engraving by G.L.B. Scotin Ainé after Desmaretz. (Photo Roger-Viollet.)
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We should not accept too readily the complaints, often in literary form,
about the food of the poor peasants, robbed by the rich of ‘wine, wheat, oats,
oxen, sheep and calves, leaving them only rye bread’. There is proof to the
contrary.

In the Netherlands in the fifteenth century, ‘meat was so commonly eaten
that even in times of famine, demand scarcely fell’; consumption went on rising
during the first half of the sixteenth century (in the infirmary at the convent of
Lierre, for instance).?” In Germany an ordinance by the Dukes of Saxony in 1482
ran ‘let it be understood by all that the craftsmen must receive a total of four
courses at their midday and evening meals; on a meat day: one of soup, two of
meat, one of vegetables; for a Friday or a meat-less day: one of soup, one of
fresh or salted fish and two of vegetables. If the fast has to be extended, five
courses: one of soup, two sorts of fish and two vegetables. And in addition,
bread, morning and night.” And again with the addition of kofent, a light beer.
It might be argued that this menu was for craftsmen, who were citizens. But in
Oberhergheim in Alsace in 1429 if a peasant doing statute labour did not want
to eat with the others in the Maier’s (the steward’s) farm, the Maier had to send
‘two pieces of beef, two pieces of roast meat, a measure of wine and two pfennig-
worth of bread’ to the man’s house.?® There is more evidence on the same
subject. A foreign observer in Paris in 1557 said that ‘pork is the habitual food
of poor people, those who are really poor. But every craftsman and every
merchant, however wretched he may be, likes eating venison and partridge at
Shrovetide just as much as the rich.’?® Of course these rich and prejudiced
observers begrudged the poor the slightest luxury they indulged, and, as if it
were all part of the same thing: ‘there is no labourer nowadays,” wrote Thoinot
Arbeau (1588), ‘who does not want oboes and sackbuts (a type of trumpet w1th
four branches) at his wedding.”°

Tables laden with meat presuppose regular supplies from the countryside or
from nearby mountains (the Swiss Cantons); Germany and northern Italy were
supplied even more plentifully from the eastern regions of Poland, Hungary and
the Balkan countries, which still sent half-wild cattle westwards on the hoof in
the sixteenth century. No one turned a hair at the sight of ‘extraordinary herds
of 16,000 and even 20,000 oxen’ at a time pouring into the largest cattle fair in
Germany at Buttstedt near Weimar.*! In Venice herds from the East arrived
overland or via shipping points in Dalmatia; they were rested before slaughter
on the Lido island, which was also used for testing artillery pieces and as
quarantine for suspect boats. Offal, particularly tripe, was one of the everyday
foods of the Venetian poor. In 1498, Marseilles butchers bought sheep from as
far afield as Saint-Flour, in the Auvergne. Butchers as well as animals were
imported from these distant regions. In the eighteenth century the butchers of
Venice were often mountain-dwellers from the Grisons, quick to cheat on the sell-
ing price of offal; from the Balkans, Albanian and later Epirot butchers and tripe
merchants have continued to emigrate to far-off lands up to the present day.3
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1. Place of origin. 2. Overland routes. 3. Sea routes. Bakar is the former Buccari. The cattle
trade by both overland and sea routes to the slaughterhouses of central Europe was substantial
(400,000 head). But in the Paris markets alone, in 1707 (see Vol. II) almost 70,000 cattle were
sold annually; proof that the long-distance supplies were supplemented by local and regional
trade which provided for basic meat consumption in Europe. (Wolfgang von Stromer, “Wildwest
in Europa’, in Kultur und Technik, no. 2, 1979, p. 42, after Othmar Pickl.)

From 1350 to 1550 Europe probably experienced a favourable period as far
as individual living standards were concerned. Following the catastrophes of the
Black Death, living conditions for workers were inevitably good as manpower
had become scarce. Real salaries have never been as high as they were then. In
1388, canons in Normandy complained that they could not find anyone to
cultivate their land ‘who did not demand more than six servants would have
been paid at the beginning of the century’.3® The paradox must be emphasized
since it is often thought that hardship increases the farther back towards the
middle ages one goes. In fact the opposite is true of the standard of living of the
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Butchers’ stalls in Holland in the seventeenth century. The customers must surely have been
prosperous? Engraving. (Viollet Collection.)

common people - the majority. Before 1520-40, peasants and craftsmen in
Languedoc (still little populated) ate white bread, a tell-tale detail.** But with
the passage of time, after the ‘waning’ of the middle ages, the deterioration
becomes progressively worse, lasting well into the nineteenth century. In some
regions of Eastern Europe, certainly in the Balkans, the downward movement
continued for another century, to the middle of the twentieth.

The decline in meat consumption after 1550

Things had begun to change in the West by the middle of the sixteenth century.
Heinrich Miuller wrote in 1550 that in Swabia ‘in the past they ate differently at
the peasant’s house. Then, there was meat and food in profusion every day;
tables at village fairs and feasts sank under their load. Today, everything has
truly changed. Indeed, for some years now, what a calamitous time, what high
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prices! And the food of the most comfortably-off peasants is almost worse than
that of day-labourers and valets in the old days.’** Historians have been wrong
in not taking account of this repeated evidence or in persistently interpreting it
as man’smorbidneed to praise the past. ‘How far away is thetime, oh comrades,’
explained an old Breton peasant (1548), ‘when it was difficult for an ordinary
feast day to pass by without someone from the village inviting all the rest to
dinner, to eat his chicken, his gosling, his ham, his first lamb and his pig’s
heart.”*¢ ‘In my father’s time,” a Norman gentleman wrote in 1560, ‘we ate meat
every day, dishes were abundant, we gulped down wine as if it were water.”?’
Before the Religious Wars, another witness noted, the ‘village people (in France)
were so rich and endowed with all possessions, their houses so well furnished,

This peasant meal in the latter half of the seventeenth century consists of a single dish without
meat. And things could be worse still: a meal could consist entirely of gruel (1653, cf. p. 138).
Painting by Egbert van Heemskerck.

(Photo A. Dingjan.)
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so well stocked with poultry and animals that they were noblemen’.?® Things
had indeed changed. In about 1600, the workers in the copper mines in Mansfeld,
Upper Saxony, could only afford, on their wages, to eat bread, gruel and
vegetables. And even the privileged journeymen weavers of Nuremberg com-
plained in 160t that they were only receiving three times a week the meat-ration
which was supposed to be supplied to them every day. To which their masters
replied that the allowance of six kreutzers did not permit them to provide meat
for the journeymen every day.’

From now on, cereals would be at a premium on the market. Their prices
rose to such high levels that people had no money left to buy extras. Meat
consumption diminished over the long term, and things did not change, as we
have seen, until about 1850. This was an extraordinary step backwards. It is
true that there were breathing spaces and exceptions. In Germany, for example,
just after the Thirty Years War, livestock quickly built up its strength again in
a land often empty of people; in the important agricultural regions of Auge and
Bessin (Normandy) constantly rising meat prices and constantly falling wheat
prices between 1770 and 1780 led to the substitution of stock-raising for the
cultivation of grain, at least until the great fodder crisis of 1785. The result of
course was unemployment, and the reduction to beggary and vagabondage of a
considerable mass of the small peasantry, at that time going through a period of
demographic growth which was to have far-reaching consequences.*® But the
respites did not last long and the exceptions do not invalidate the rule. The
obsession with ploughing the fields and scattering continued. The number of
butchers in the small town of Montpezat in the Bas-Quercy steadily decreased:
eighteen in 1550, ten in 1556; six in 164T; two in 1660; one in 1763. Even if its
inhabitants also decreased during that period they did not decline in a ratio of
eighteen to one.*!

Figures for Paris indicate an average annual consumption per head of be-
tween st and 65 kilograms of meat from 1751 to 1854. But Paris is Paris.
Lavoisier, who estimated per capita meat consumption in the capital at the high
figure of 72'6 kilograms in 1789, put average consumption in France at the same
time at 48'5 pounds (each of 488 grams), i.e. 23-5 kilograms - and experts think
this is still optimistic.** Annual consumption in Hamburg (but the town is on
the threshold of Denmark, a source of livestock supplies) in the eighteenth
century was 60 kilograms of meat per capita - although it is true that this only
included 20 kilograms of fresh meat. But in Germany as a whole, in the early
nineteenth century, it was less than 20 kilograms per head per year (as compared
to 10oo during the late middle ages).** The essential fact is the inequality between
one city and another (Paris, for example, was obviously privileged even in 1851)
and between town and countryside. In 1829, one observer flatly stated that ‘in
nine-tenths of France, the poor and the small farmers eat meat, and only salt
meat at that, no more than once a week’.*

In the modern period then, Europe’s privileged status as a meat-eating area
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declined, and real remedies were only found in the middle of the nineteenth
century as a result of the widespread creation of artificial pastures, the develop-
ment of scientific stock-raising, and the exploitation of distant stock-raising
areas in the New World. Europe remained hungry for a long time. Of the
territory of Melun, covering 18,800 hectares in the Brie, 14,400 hectares were
given over to arable in 1717 and an almost negligible 814 to pasture. And ‘the
farmers only keep what is absolutely indispensable for their agricultural needs’,
selling fodder at a good price in Paris (for the numerous horses in the capital).
It is true that wheat on the tilled land yielded twelve to seventeen quintals per
hectare in a good harvest. This kind of competition proved an irresistible
temptation.*

There were, as we have said, degrees of regression. It was more pronounced
in the Mediterranean countries than in the northern regions, with their rich
pasturage. Poles, Germans, Hungarians and English seem to have been less
rationed than others. In England, there was even a real revolution in meat in the
eighteenth century, within the agricultural revolution. A Spanish ambassador is
said to have remarked about the great London market of Leadenhall (1778):
‘More meat is sold in a month than is eaten in the whole of Spain during a year.’
However, even in a country like Holland where ‘official’ rations were high*¢ (if
not strictly apportioned), diet remained unbalanced before the improvements of
the end of the eighteenth century: beans, a little salted meat, bread (made from
barley or rye), fish, a small quantity of bacon, occasionally game. But game was
normally for peasants or nobles. Poor townspeople rarely saw it: for them there
were ‘turnips, fried onions, dry if not mouldy bread’ or sticky rye bread and
‘small beer’ (the ‘double’ was for the rich or for drunkards). The Dutch middle
classes also lived frugally. The hutsepot, the national dish, did of course contain
meat, either beef or mutton, but it was finely minced and always used sparingly.
The evening meal was often only gruel made from left-over bread soaked in
milk.*” Amongst doctors, the discussion opened at about this time as to whether
a meat diet was good or harmful. ‘As far as I am concerned,” Louis Lemery
wrote, with his tongue in his cheek, in 1702, ‘without entering into what seem
to me to be fruitless debates, I believe one can say that the use of animal flesh
can be advisable, provided it is in moderation.’*®

Concomitant with the decrease in the meat ration, consumption of smoked
and salted meat clearly increased. Werner Sombart spoke, not without justifi-
cation, of a revolution in salting at the end of the fifteenth century to feed ships’
companies at sea. In the Mediterranean, salt fish and above all the traditional
biscuit long remained the basic fare of sailors on board ship. It was only at
Cadiz, the gateway to the vast Atlantic, that the salt-beef zone began: vaca
salada was supplied by the Spanish administration from the sixteenth century
onwards. Salt beef came primarily from the north, particularly Ireland, which
was also an exporter of salted butter. But the administration was not the only
interested party. As meat grew to be a luxury, salted foods became the ordinary



198 The Structures of Everyday Life

diet of the poor (which soon included the black slaves in America). ‘Salt beef
was the standard winter dish’ in England, in the absence of fresh food after the
summer season. In Burgundy in the eighteenth century, ‘pork provides the
greatest part of the meat consumed in the peasant’s household. Few inventories
do not mention a few portions of bacon in the salting tub. Fresh meat is a luxury
reserved to convalescents, and moreover so expensive that one cannot always
satisfy this requirement.’* In Italy and Germany, sausage pedlars (Wursthdndler)
were familiar figures in the towns. From Naples to Hamburg, from France to
the vicinity of St Petersburg, salt beef and above all salt pork furnished the poor
of Europe with their meagre meat ration.

There were exceptions to this of course. The most outstanding was England,
where they ‘eat nothing but meat’, according to P.J. Grosley in 1770. ‘The
amount of bread one Frenchman eats in a day would be sufficient for four
Englishmen.’s° Britain was the only ‘developed’ country in Europe where this
would have been true. But it shared the privilege with certain comparatively

The sale of salt meat, Tacuinum sanitatis in mediciina (early fifteenth century).
(Photo B.N., Paris.)
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backward areas. Mademoiselle de Montpensier, tells us in 1658 that her peasants
in the Dombes ‘are well-dressed ... have never paid taxes’ and adds ‘they eat
meat four times a day’.** Although we have only her word for it, this is possible,
since the Dombes in the seventeenth century was a wild and unhealthy region;
and it was precisely in such regions, untamed by man, that animals, both wild
and domestic, were most plentiful. And it is probably true that we of the
twentieth century would have found the ordinary fare in Riga in the days of
Peter the Great, or in Belgrade (where Tavernier found everything ‘excellent’
although ‘very cheap’ - bread, wine, meat and the great carp and pike from the
Danube or Sava)®? better than the equivalent in Berlin, Vienna or even Paris.
Many backward countries are no more deprived in human terms than richer
places. Living standards are always a question of the number of people and the
total resources at their disposal.

Europe’s privileged position

Europe remained in a privileged position, though less so than in the past. It is
enough to compare it with other civilizations. ‘In Japan,’ said a Spaniard (1609),
‘the only meat they eat is game which they kill by hunting.’** In India the
population fortunately regarded meat with horror. The soldiers of the Great
Mogul Aurangzeb were very undemanding, according to a French doctor: ‘Pro-
vided they have their kicheris or a mixture of rice and other vegetables over
which they pour browned butter . . . they are content.” This mixture was actually
made of ‘cooked rice, beans and lentils mashed up together’.’*

In China, meat was rare. There were hardly any animals for slaughter: just
the household pig (fed at home on scraps and rice), poultry, game, and even
dogs, which could be found in special butchers’ shops or offered on doorsteps,
‘skinned and prepared’, or else transported in crates, like sucking-pigs or young
goats in Spain, according to Father de Las Cortes: the meagre sum total of these
beasts would not have satisfied the appetite of a resolutely meat-eating nation.
Except in Mongolia, where boiled mutton was common, meat was never served
on its own. It was chopped into tiny pieces, the size of a a mouthful, or even
minced, as a contribution to the ¢s’ai - the many dishes combining meat and fish
with vegetables, sauces and spices which were the traditional accompaniment to
rice. Refined and sophisticated though it was, this style of cookery surprised
Europeans, who considered it a sign of poverty. Even the rich mandarins, Father
de Las Cortes noted, ‘only nibble a few mouthfuls of pork or chicken or some
other meat, as if to whet their appetites ... For however rich and mighty they
are, they eat only tiny quantities of meat; and if they ate it as we Europeans do,
all the types of meat they possess would in no way suffice to feed them ... the
fertility of their China could not meet the challenge.’>* The Neapolitan, Gemelli
Careri, who crossed China from Canton to Peking and back in 1696, was
infuriated by the vegetable dishes, in his opinion badly cooked, that were served



200 The Structures of Everyday Life

to him in the inns; whenever he could, he bought chickens or eggs, pheasants,
hares, ham or partridges in local markets.*¢ In about 1735, a European observer
noted: ‘The Chinese eat very little butcher’s meat’ and added, ‘they therefore
need less land to graze their animals’. A missionary in Peking, about forty years
later, gave a more detailed explanation. ‘“The surplus of population, of which
modern European philosophers have not realised the inconveniences and con-
sequences’, obliges the Chinese ‘to do without the aid of oxen and herds, because
the land on which they would live is required to feed the people’. Consequently
there is no ‘manure for the fields, no meat on the tables, no horses for battle’
and ‘more labour and more men are required to obtain the same quantity of
grain as in other countries’. ‘All in all,” he concluded, ‘there are at least ten oxen
in France for every one in China.””’

Chinese literature provides similar evidence. Under the Tsing dynasty, a
proud father-in-law confides: ‘The other day my son-in-law came bringing me
two pounds of dried venison, and here it is on this dish.” A butcher is full of
admiration for a high personage ‘who had more money than the Emperor

The sophistication of Chinese cookery. Painting on silk. (Photo Roger-Viollet.)
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himself’ and whose house harboured scores of relatives and seryants. Irrefutable
proof of his wealth: he ‘buys 4000 to 5000 pounds of meat in a year even when
there are no ceremonies!” The complete menu for one feast consisted of ‘swal-
lows’ nests, chicken, duck, cuttlefish, and bitter cucumbers from Kwang Tung
...> And there was no end to the dietary requirements of one young and
capricious widow: eight fen of medicaments daily, duck one day, fish the next,
fresh vegetables and soup made of bamboo shoots on another occasion, or again
oranges, biscuits, water-lilies, fruit, salted crawfish and, naturally, wine, ‘the
wine of a hundred flowers’.*® The shortage of meat did not prevent - indeed it
encouraged - extreme sophistication, often at great cost, in the preparation of
food. But if the luxury of Chinese cooking was so misunderstood by Europeans,
it was because for them meat was synonymous with luxury. No traveller de-
scribes any accumulation of meat except in Peking, in front of the Emperor’s
palace and in certain squares of the city. And there it consisted entirely of heaps
of game sent from Tartary and preserved by the cold winter weather for two or
three months: it was so cheap ‘that a deer or a wild boar was sold for a piece of
eight’.*?

The same moderation and frugality existed in Turkey where dried beef,
pasterme, was not only food for soldiers in the field. Apart from the enormous
consumption of mutton in the Seraglio, the average in Istanbul from the sixteenth
to the eighteenth century was about one sheep or a third of a sheep per person
per year. And Istanbul was well off.¢® In Egypt, which seems at first glance the
granary of plenty, ‘the way the Turks live,” said a traveller in 1693, ‘is one
continual penance. The meals, even of the richest, are composed of bad bread,
garlic, onion and sour cheese; when they add boiled mutton it is a great feast for
them. They never eat chicken or other fowl, although they are cheap in that
country.’ .

If the Europeans’ privilege was in the process of diminishing on their own
continent, it was making a fresh start for some of them elsewhere, bringing back
the good times of the middle ages. This was true both of East Europe - Hungary
for example - and of colonial America: Mexico, Brazil (the Sdo Francisco valley,
for instance, which was invaded by wild herds and where a thriving meat-eating
civilization was established to the advantage of whites and halfbreeds). Farther
south, around Montevideo and Buenos Aires, horsemen would kill a wild animal
for a single meal. Such massacres did not cancel out the extraordinarily rapid
increase in free livestock in Argentina, but they did in the north of Chile. All
that survived around Coquimbo at the end of the sixteenth century were dogs
which had returned to the wild state.

Meat dried in the sun (the carne do sol of Brazil) quickly became a standby
for coastal towns and the black slaves on the plantations. Chargue, boned and
dried meat produced in the saladeros of Argentina (once again intended for
slaves and the European poor), was to all practical purposes invented at the
beginning of the sixteenth century. However in 1696, on the galleon from Manila
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to Acapulco, by the end of the seven or eight months of the interminable journey
a traveller with little stomach for it was obliged ‘on meat days’ to eat ‘slices of
cows and buffalo dried in the sun.... They are so hard that one cannot chew
them without beating them thoroughly with a piece of wood, from which they
do not greatly differ, nor digest them without a strong purgative’. The worms
swarming in this awful food were a further source of disgust.é? But carnivorous
necessity obviously knew few laws. Thus despite a certain repugnance, the
filibusters of the West Indies, like the Africans, killed and ate monkeys (prefer-
ably young ones); unfortunates and poor Jews in Rome bought buffalo meat,
sold in special butchers’ shops and viewed with horror by the majority. Oxen
were not killed and eaten in Aix-en-Provence until before about 1690, as such
‘coarse meat’ was long reputed to be unhealthy.®* And in Denmark, ‘horseflesh
is sold in the market’, a French traveller noted with some disgust.

The extravagances of the table

After the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, only a few privileged people in Europe
ate luxuriously. They consumed huge quantities of rare dishes. What was left
went to their servants, and what was left after that was sold to food-dealers,
even if it had gone rotten. Typical of such extravagance was the transport of a
turtle to Paris from London; ‘this is a dish (1782) which cost a thousand écus;
seven or eight gluttons can gorge themselves on it’. By comparison wild boar
grilled over a fire seems commonplace. ‘Yes,’ the same witness tells us, ‘I saw it
with my own eyes on a gridiron as big as St. Laurence’s. It was surrounded with
live coals, larded with foie gras, flamed with fine fats, doused with the fullest-
flavoured wines, and served in one piece with its head.’®* The guests then barely
sampled the various quarters of the animal. These were the whims of princes.
For the king and the wealthy houses, the caterers filled their baskets with the
best of the meat, game and fish on the market. Smaller fry were sold low-quality
cuts and at higher prices than the rich paid. What is worse, this merchandise
was generally adulterated. “The butchers of Paris on the eve of the Revolution
were supplying the large houses with the best of the beef; they sold the people
the worst and even then added bones, which were ironically called réjouissances
(a double-entendre which meant either rejoicings or make-weights).” The very
worst pieces, which the poor ate, were sold outside butchers’ shops.%¢

Hazel grouse and ortolans were other rare dishes. Some sixteen thousand
livres’ worth of these birds were consumed at the Princess of Conti’s wedding
(1680).¢” The ortolan, a bird of the vineyard, abounded in Cyprus (from where
it was exported to Venice preserved in vinegar in the sixteenth century); it was
also found in Italy, Provence and Languedoc.®® There were also green oysters,
and new oysters from Dieppe or Cancale which arrived in October, and straw-
berries and pineapples grown in greenhouses in the Paris region. The rich also
indulged in elaborate - often over-elaborate - sauces, which mingled all con-
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ceivable ingredients: pepper, spices, almonds, amber, musk, rose water ... And
let us not forget the costly cooks from Languedoc, the best in Paris, who sold
their services at enormous prices. If the poor wanted to participate in these feasts
they had to make friends with the servants or go to the regrat at Versailles where
left-overs from the royal table were sold. A quarter of the town fed on them
without any compunction. A gentleman might ‘step in, with his sword at his
side, and buy a turbot and a head of salmon, a rare and delicate morsel’.¢® He
might have done better to have gone to an eating house in the Rue de la Huchette
in the Latin Quarter, or to the Quai de la Vallée (the quay for poultry and game),
and treated himself to a capon au gros sel fished out of ‘the ever-ready pot’
hanging from a wide pot-hanger, where it would be boiling with a mass of other
capons. He could eat it piping hot at home, ‘or four steps away, washing it down
with a Burgundy wine’.”® But such ‘ways’ were confined to the bourgeois!

Laying the table

Table luxury also included crockery, silver, tablecloths, napkins, lighted candles
and the whole setting of the dining-room. It was customary in Paris in the
sixteenth century to rent a grand house, or better still gain admittance to one
through the paid collusion of the caretaker. The caterer would then deliver the
dishes for the temporary host to entertain his friends. Sometimes he settled in
until the real owner dislodged him. ‘In my time,” said an ambassador (1557),
‘Mgr Salviati, the Papal Nuncio, was forced to move house three times in two
months.’”*

There were sumptuous inns as well as sumptuous houses. At Chalons (sur-
Marne), ‘we lodged at La Couronne,” Montaigne noted (1580), ‘which is a
beautiful hostelry and the food is served on silver plates’.”?

It must have posed quite a problem to lay a table for ‘a company of thirty
persons of high estate whom one wishes to entertain lavishly’. The answer is
given in a cookery book with an unexpected title, Les Délices de la campagne
(The Pleasures of the Countryside) by Nicolas de Bonnefons, published in 1654.
It is: lay fourteen places on one side, fourteen on the other and, as the table is
rectangular, one person at the ‘top end’ plus ‘one or two at the bottom’. The
guests will be ‘the space of a chair apart’. “The tablecloth [must] reach to the
ground on all sides. There will be several salt cellars and table mats in the centre
for the extra dishes.” The meal will have eight courses, the eighth and last, by
way of example, being composed of ‘dry or liquid’ jams, crystallised sweets,
musk pastilles, sugared almonds from Verdun, musky and amber-scented sugar
..." The maitre d’hétel, sword at side, will order the plates to be changed ‘at
least at every course and the napkins at every two’. But this careful description,
which even specifies the way the dishes will be ‘rotated’ on the table at each
course, omits to say how the table should be laid for each guest. At this period
he would certainly be given a plate, spoon and knife, possibly an individual fork,



The Wedding at Cana, with the table laid for a feast. Painting by Hieronymus Bosch.
Boymans-Van Beuningen Museum, Rotterdam.
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but no glass or bottle would be placed in front of him. The rules of propriety
remain uncertain; the author recommends a deep plate for soup as an elegance,
so that the guests could serve themselves with all they wanted at one time
‘without having to take spoonful after spoonful from the dish, because of the
disgust some might feel for others’.

A table laid in the modern way and our present table manners are the results
of many details that custom has imposed slowly, one by one, and in ways that
vary according to region. Spoon and knife are fairly old customs. However, the
use of a spoon did not become widespread until the sixteenth century, and the
custom of providing knives dates from the same time - before that the guests
brought along their own. Individual glasses for each guest also appeared at
about this time. Courtesy formerly dictated that one emptied the glass and
passed it on to one’s neighbour, who did the same. Or else, when requested, the
manservant brought the required drink, wine or water, from the pantry or the
dresser near the guest table. When Montaigne crossed southern Germany in
1580, he noted that ‘everyone has his goblet or silver cup at his place; the man
serving takes care to refill this goblet immediately it is empty, without moving
it from its place, pouring wine into it from a distance away out of a pewter or
wooden vessel with a long spout’.”® This elegant solution economized on the
effort demanded of the staff, but it required every guest to have a personal goblet
in front of him. In Germany in Montaigne’s time every guest also had his own
plate, either pewter or wooden; sometimes a wooden bowl underneath and a
pewter plate on top. We have proof that wooden plates continued to be used in
some places in the German countryside, and probably elsewhere, until the
nineteenth century.

But for a long time before these more or less tardy refinements, guests were
satisfied with a wooden board or a ‘trencher’, a slice of bread on which the meat
was placed.” The large dish then sufficed for everything and everybody: each
guest selected the morsel he wanted and picked it up with his fingers. Montaigne
noted that the Swiss ‘use as many wooden spoons with silver handles as there
are people [note that each guest had his own spoon] and a Swiss is never without
a knife, with which he takes everything; and he scarcely ever puts his hand in the
dish’.”> Wooden spoons with metal handles (not necessarily silver) are preserved
in museums, together with various types of knife. But these were old implements.

This is not the case with forks. The very large fork with two prongs, used to
serve meat to the guests and to manipulate it on the stove or in the kitchen,
probably goes back a long way, but the individual fork, with one or two
exceptions, does not.

The individual fork dates from about the sixteenth century; it spread from
Venice and Italy in general, though not very quickly. A German preacher
condemned it as a diabolical luxury: God would not have given us fingers if he
had wished us to use such an instrument. We know that Montaigne did not use
a fork, since he accuses himself of eating too quickly so that ‘I sometimes bite
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my fingers in my haste’. Indeed he says he rarely ‘makes use of spoon or fork’.7¢
The lord of Villamont, describing in great detail the culinary and eating habits
of the Turks in 1609, adds ‘they do not use forks as the Lombards and Venetians
do’. (Note that he does not say ‘the French’ for the good reason that they did
not.) An English traveller at about the same time, Thomas Coryate, came across
the table fork in Italy: he made fun of it at first, then adopted it - to the great
amusement of his friends who christened him furciferus (fork-handler, or to be
more precise pitchfork-handler).”” Was it the fashion of wearing ruffs that led
rich diners to use forks? Probably not, since in England, for example, there is no
mention of table forks in any inventory before 1660. Their use only became
general in about 1750. Anne of Austria ate her meat with her fingers all her life.”®
And so did the Court of Vienna until at least 16 51. Who used a fork at the Court
of Louis x1v? The Duke of Montausier, whom Saint-Simon describes as being
‘of formidable cleanliness’. Not the king, whose skill at eating chicken stew with
his fingers without spilling it is praised by the same Saint-Simon! When the Duke
of Burgundy and his brothers were admitted to sup with the king and took up
the forks they had been taught to use, the king forbade them to use them. This
anecdote is told by the Princess Palatine, with great satisfaction: she has ‘always
used her knife and fingers to eat with’.”® This accounts for the many napkins
offered to table-guests in the seventeenth century although the custom had only
reached private households in Montaigne’s lifetime, as he himself tells us.® It
also explains the custom of hand-washing several times during a meal, using a
jug and bowl of water.

The slow adoption of good manners

Such changes, representing a new code of behaviour, were adopted gradually.
Even the luxury of a separate dining-room did not become current in France
until the sixteenth century, and then only among the rich. Before then the
nobleman ate in his vast kitchen.

The whole ceremonial of the meal meant large numbers of servants in the
kitchen and around the guests, and not only at Versailles where the Grand and
Petit Commun were mobilized for the meal or ‘the King’s meat’, as it was called.
All this new luxury only reached the whole of France or England with the
eighteenth century. ‘If people who died sixty years ago came back,’ wrote Duclos
in about 1765, ‘they would not recognise Paris as far as its tables, costumes and
customs are concerned.’®* The same was probably true of all Europe, in the grip
of an omnipresent luxury, and also of its colonies where it had always tried to
establish its own customs. Hence Western travellers thought even less of the
customs and habits of the wide world and looked down on them more than ever.
Gemelli Careri was surprised when his host, a Persian of high rank, received
him at his table (1694) and used ‘his right hand instead of a spoon to pick up rice
so as to put it on the plate [of his guests]’.?? Or read what Father Labat (1728)
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has to say about the Arabs in Senegal: “They do not know what it is to eat off
tables.”®® No one found favour with these fastidious arbiters except the refined
Chinese, who sat down at tables, ate out of glazed bowls, and carried in their
belts the knife and chopsticks (in a special case) that they used to eat with. The
Baron de Tott has left a humorous description of a reception in the country
house near Istanbul of ‘Madame the wife of the First Dragoman’, in 1760. This
class of rich Greeks in the service of the Grand Turk adopted local customs, but
liked to make some difference felt. ‘A circular table, with chairs all round it,
spoons, forks - nothing was missing except the habit of using them. But they did
not wish to omit any of our manners which were just becoming as fashionable
among the Greeks as English manners are among ourselves, and I saw one
woman throughout the dinner taking olives with her fingers and then impaling
them on her fork in order to eat them in the French manner’.®*

However, an Austrian ordinance of 1624 for the landgraviate of Alsace still
laid down for the use of young officers the rules to be observed when invited to
an archduke’s table: to present themselves in clean uniform, not to arrive half
drunk, not to drink after every mouthful, to wipe moustache and mouth clean
before drinking, not to lick the fingers, not to spit in the plate, not to wipe the
nose on the tablecloth, not to gulp drink like animals. Such instructions make
the reader wonder at the state of manners in Richelieu’s Europe.?’

At the table of Christ

It is extremely instructive on these journeys into the past to look at pictures
painted before these refinements came into use. Meals were a favourite subject
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with painters - particularly the Last Supper, which has been depicted thousands
of times by Western artists; or Christ’s meal with Simon, the wedding at Cana,
the table of the pilgrims of Emmaus. If we forget the figures for a moment and
look at the tables, the embroidered tablecloths, the seats (stools, chairs, benches),
and above all the plates, dishes and knives, we can see that no fork appears
before 1600 and almost no spoons either. Instead of plates there are slices of
bread, round or oval pieces of wood or pewter discs only slightly hollowed: they
are the spots of blue which appear on the majority of south German tables. The
trencher of stale bread, often placed on a wooden or metal slab, was intended
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to soak up the juice from the carved joint. This ‘bread plate’ was then distributed
to the poor. There is always at least one knife - sometimes extra large when it
is the only one available and has to serve for all the guests - and often small
individual knives. Of course, wine, bread and lamb appear on the table at this
sacred feast. And of course the Last Supper is not a lavish or luxurious meal; the
event transcends earthly sustenance. None the less, Christ and his apostles eat
like Ulm or Augsburg bourgeois; for the scene is almost the same whether it
represents the marriage at Cana, Herod’s feast, or the meals served to some
master of Basle, surrounded by family and attentive servants, or the Nuremberg
practitioner painted with his friends at his house-warming in 1593. As far as I
know, Jacopo Bassano (1599) painted one of the first forks to figure in a Last
Supper.

Everyday foods: salt

It is time to turn from luxuries to everyday foods. Salt calls us to order very
effectively, since this ultra-common commodity was the subject of an essential
and world-wide trade. It was essential both to humans and to animals, and for
preserving meat and fish; and was all the more important as governments had
an interest in it. Salt was a major source of income to states and merchants, in
Europe and China alike, as we shall see. As salt was such an indispensable
commodity, trade in it overcame all obstacles and took advantage of all facilities.
As a heavy good, it was carried by river traffic (going up the Rhone, for instance)
and by shipping in the Atlantic. Not a single rock salt mine remained unex-
ploited. It so happened that all the salt-pans of the Mediterranean and Atlantic,
needing a sunny climate, were in Catholic countries, while their salt, from
Brouage, Setubal and San Lucar de Barrameda, was in much demand among the
northern fishermen, who were Protestants. The trade was always carried on,
regardless of wars, and to the great profit of large consortia of merchants.
Similarly, blocks of salt from the Sahara braved the desert, carried by camel to
Black Africa - in return it is true for gold dust, elephants’ tusks and black slaves.
Nothing is a clearer indication of the irresistible pressure of this trade.

The small Swiss canton of Valais demonstrates the same thing in terms of
economy and distances to be covered. Resources and population in these lands
flanking the upper Rhone valley were in perfect balance, except for iron and salt
- particularly salt, which the inhabitants needed for stock-raising, cheeses and
salting. Salt had to cover great distances to reach these Alpine cantons: it came
from Peccais (Languedoc) 870 kilometres away, via Lyons; from Barletta, 1300
kilometres away, via Venice; and, also via Venice, from Trapani, 2300 kilometres
away.5¢

Essential, irreplaceable, salt was a sacred food (‘salted food is synonymous
with holy food both in ancient Hebrew and the current Malagasy language’). In
the Europe of insipid farinaceous gruels consumption of salt was large (twenty
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grams daily per person, double the present figure). One medical historian even
thinks that the peasant uprisings against the gabelle, the salt tax, in western
France in the sixteenth century, can be explained by a hunger for salt which the
tax thwarted.?” Furthermore, an odd detail here and there informs us - or
fortuitously reminds us - of numerous uses of salt which are not immediately
obvious: for example, for making botargo in Provence or for domestic preserving
which spread in the eighteenth century: asparagus, fresh peas, mushrooms,
morels, artichoke hearts and so on.

Everyday foods: dairy products, fats, eggs

Cheese, eggs, milk and butter would certainly not be classed luxuries. Cheeses
arrived in Paris from Brie and Normandy (angelots from Bray, livarots, and the
cheese of Pont-L’Evéque); from Auvergne, Touraine and Picardy. They could be
bought from regrattiers, those all-purpose retail merchants in touch with con-
vents and the neighbouring countryside. Cheese from Montreuil and Vincennes
was sold there ‘“freshly curdled and drained, in little baskets woven from wicker
or rushes’, jonchées.®® In the Mediterranean, Sardinian cheeses, cacio cavallo®
or salso, were exported everywhere - to Naples, Rome, Leghorn, Marseilles and
Barcelona. They left Cagliari in boatloads and sold even more cheaply than the
cheeses from Holland, which were invading the markets of Europe and the
whole world by the eighteenth century. As early as 1572, thousands of Dutch
cheeses were unlawfully reaching Spanish America. Cheeses from Dalmatia and
enormous wheels of cheese from Candia were sold in Venice. Cheese consumed
in Marseilles in 1543 included some from the Auvergne,®® where it was so
plentiful that it formed the principal basis of diet in the sixteenth century. In the
previous century, cheese from the Grande-Chartreuse in Dauphiné was con-
sidered excellent and was used to make fondues and cheese on toast. Large
quantities of Swiss gruyere were already being consumed before the eighteenth
century. In about 1750, France was importing 30,000 quintals of it annually. It
was ‘counterfeited in Franche-Comté, Lorraine, Savoy and Dauphine,’ and while
these imitations may not have been as reputable or as expensive as the original,
they were widely sold. Attempts to imitate Parmesan cheese, in Normandy for
instance, were however unsuccessful.”

Cheese, a source of cheap protein, was one of the great foods of the people
in Europe, greatly missed by any European forced to live far away and unable
to get it. French peasants made fortunes in about 1698 by carrying cheeses to the
armies fighting in Italy and Germany. Nevertheless, particularly in France, cheese
had not yet won its great reputation. Cookery books gave it only a small place,
describing neither its qualities nor its individual names. Goats’ cheese was
scorned and considered inferior to cows’ or ewes’. As late as 1702, the medical
writer Lemery recognized only three great cheeses: ‘Roquefort, Parmesan and
those from Sassenage in Dauphiné ... served at the most refined tables.’*?
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Roquefort at that time recorded a sale of over 60co quintals every year. Sassenage
was a mixture of cows’, goats’ and ewes’ milk, boiled together. Parmesan (like
the ‘marsolin’ of Florence which later went out of fashion) had been an acqui-
sition of the Italian wars, after the return of Charles viir.

Despite what Lemery says, however, when Cardinal Dubois was in London
on a mission, what did he ask his nephew to send him from Paris? Three dozen
Pont-L’Evéque cheeses, and the same number of marolles and Bries (as well as
a wig).”® So there were already connoisseurs who favoured certain regional
cheeses.

Mention must be made of the great place these humble but nutritionally rich
foodstuffs - milk, butter, cheese - occupied throughout Islam as far as the Indies.
A traveller noted in 1694 that the Persians spent little; they ‘are satisfied with a
little cheese and sour milk in which they soak the local bread, which is as thin
as a wafer, tasteless and very brown; in the morning they add rice to this (or
pilau) sometimes only cooked with water’.** But pilau, often a stew with rice,
distinguished the tables of the comfortably-off. In Turkey, milk products were
almost the sole food of the poor: sour milk (yoghourt) accompanied, according
to the season, by cucumbers or melons, an onion, a leek, or stewed dried fruit.
Along with yoghourt, mention must also be made of kaymak, a slightly salted
boiled cream, and the cheeses preserved in leather bottles (zulum), in wheels
(tekerlek), or in balls, like the famous cascaval which the Wallachian mountain-
dwellers exported to Istanbul and even to Italy. This was a cheese made of ewes’
milk subjected to repeated boiling, like cacio cavallo in Sardinia and Italy.

In the East, however, there was one huge and persistent exception: China.
The Chinese systematically ignored milk, cheese and butter. Cows, goats and
sheep were raised purely for meat. So what was the ‘butter’ M. de Guignes®
thought he was eating? It was only used in China to make rare pastries. Japan
shared China’s repugnance on this score. Even in villages where oxen and cows
are used to work the land, the Japanese peasant still does not eat dairy products
and thinks them ‘unwholesome’; he draws the small quantities of oil he requires
from soya.

Milk was consumed in such large quantities, on the other hand, in the towns
of the West that problems of supply appeared very early on. In London, con-
sumption increased every winter, when all the wealthy families moved to the
capital; it decreased in summer for the opposite reason. But, winter or summer,
it was the subject of gigantic fraud. Milk was watered on a wide scale by dairy
farmers and retailers. ‘A considerable Cow-keeper in Surrey has a pump of this
kind, which goes by the name of the Famous Black Cow (from the circumstances
of its being painted black), and is said to yield more than all the rest put
together.””® We may prefer to think of Valladolid a century earlier: the streets
were daily thronged with hundreds of donkeys bringing milk from the neigh-
bouring countryside and supplying the town with curd cheeses, butter and
cream. A Portuguese traveller praised the quality and cheapness of these prod-
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ucts. Everything was plentiful in Valladolid, a capital which Philip 11 was soon
to abandon for Madrid. Over seven thousand birds were sold daily on the
poultry market; the mutton there was the best in the world, the bread excellent,
the wine perfect, and its supply of dairy products was a luxury in Spain, where
such goods were particularly scarce.®”

Butter remained limited to Northern Europe, except forthe wide zone where
rancid butter was used, from northern Africa to Alexandria in Egypt and beyond.
The rest of Europe used lard, bacon fat and olive oil. France clearly demonstrates
this geographical division of culinary resources. A veritable river of butter flowed
through the lands of the Loire, in Paris and beyond. ‘Practically no sauce is made
without it in France,’ said Louis Lemery (1702). ‘The Dutch and the northern
peoples use it even more than we do and it is claimed that it contributes to the
freshness of their complexion.”® Actually the use of butter did not really spread
until the eighteenth century, even in Holland. It characterized the cooking of the
rich. It distressed Mediterranean people when they were obliged to live in or
cross these strange countries; they thought that butter increased the number of
lepers. The wealthy cardinal of Aragon was careful to take his own cook when
he travelled to the Netherlands in 1516, and carried a sufficient quantity of olive
oil in his luggage.®>®

Eighteenth-century Paris, so well set in its comforts, had an ample supply of
butter atits disposal - fresh, salted (from Ireland and Brittany), and even clarified
in the Lorraine manner. A good part of its fresh butter arrived from Gournay,
a small town near Dieppe where merchants received the butter unrefined and
then kneaded it again in order to eliminate the whey it still contained. ‘They
then make it into large blocks, of between forty and sixty pounds, and send it
to Paris.’® As snobbery is always with us, according to the Dictionnaire Sen-
tencieux (1778) ‘there are only two types of butter which the fashionable world
dares mention: butter from Vanvre (Vanves) and butter from the Frévalais’, 1
in the vicinity of Paris.

Eggs were widely eaten. Doctors repeated the old precepts of the Salerno
School - let them be eaten fresh and not overcooked: Si sumas ovum, molle sit
atque novum. And there were numerous recipes for keeping eggs fresh. Their
market price is a valuable indicator: eggs were a cheap commodity and their
price accurately followed the fluctuations of the economic situation. A statisti-
cian'®? can reconstruct the movement of the cost of living in the sixteenth century
from a few eggs sold in Florence. Their price alone is a valid measure of the
standard of living or the value of money in any given town in any given country.
At one time in seventeenth-century Egypt, ‘one had the choice of thirty eggs,
two pigeons or one fowl for a sou’; on the road from Magnesia to Brusa (1694)
‘provisions are not dear: seven eggs can be bought for one para (one sou), a fowl
for ten, a good winter melon for two, and as much bread as you can eat in a day
for the same price’. In February 1697 the same traveller, this time near Acapulco
in New Spain, noted: ‘The innkeeper made me pay a piece of eight (thirty-two



Old woman with eggs, painted by Velasquez in 1618 before he left his native city of Seville.
(National Gallery of Scotland, The Cooper Bridgeman Library, Ziolo.)

sous) for a fowl, and eggs were one sou each.’'®® Eggs were an everyday food for
Europeans. Montaigne’s surprise in the German inns was therefore understand-
able: they never served eggs there, he wrote, ‘except hard-boiled cutinto quarters
in salads’.1** Montesquieu, leaving Naples and returning to Rome (1729), was
astonished ‘that in this ancient Latium the traveller finds neither a chicken nor
a young pigeon, nor often an egg’.*®*

But in Europe these were exceptions and not the rule that applied to the
vegetarian Far East, where China, Japan and India never made use of this rich
and commonplace item of diet. Eggs were very rare there and formed no part of
ordinary people’s fare. The famous Chinese ducks’ eggs, preserved in pickling
brine for thirty days, were a delicacy of the rich.
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Everyday seafoods

The sea was an extremely important source of nourishment and could have been
even more so. Whole regions were barely aware of the existence of seafoods,
even when they were close at hand.

This was more or less the case in the New World, despite the huge shoals in
the fishing grounds of the Caribbean where boats often made miraculous hauls
on the way to Vera Cruz; despite the great wealth of the coasts and banks of
Newfoundland, which supplied food almost exclusively to Europe (although
barrels of cod reached the eighteenth-century English colonies and the American
plantations in the southern states); despite the salmon that swam up the cold
rivers of Canada and Alaska; despite the resources of the Bay of Bahia where an
influx of cold waters from the south made whale-hunting possible and accounts
for the presence of Basque harpooners as early as the seventeenth century. In
Asia, only Japan and southern China from the mouth of the Yang-tse-Kiang to
the island of Hainan went in for fishing. Elsewhere it would seem that only a
few boats, as in Malaysia or around Ceylon, were so engaged - if we except
some oddities like the pearl fishermen in the Persian Gulf, near Bandar Abass
(1694) who ‘preferred their sardines [dried in the sun, these were their daily fare]
to the pearls the merchants bought, as more reliable and easier to fish’.1%¢

In China, where fresh-water fishing and fish-breeding yielded large profits
(sturgeon were caught in the lakes of the Yang-tse-Kiang and in the Pei Ho), fish
was often preserved in the form of a sauce obtained by spontaneous fermenta-
tion, as in Tonkin. But even today consumption there is insignificant (o6 kilo-
grams per person per year). The sea does not manage to penetrate the continental
mass. Only Japan was widely fish-eating. It has kept this characteristic and today
is on a par with carnivorous Europe (forty kilograms per person per year and
the leading fishing fleet in the world after Peru). The abundance comes from the
richness of its internal sea, and still more from the proximity of the Yeso and
Sakhaline fisheries, at the meeting point of enormous masses of cold waters from
Oya Shivo and warm waters from Kuro-shivo - just as Newfoundland is at the
confluence of the Gulf Stream and the Labrador current in the north Atlantic.
The meeting of plankton from hot and cold waters helps the rapid breeding of
fish.

Europe is not so well provided for but it has many sources of supply at short
and long range. Fish was all the more important here as religious rulings
multiplied the number of fast days: 166 days, including Lent, observed extremely
strictly until the reign of Louis x1v. Meat, eggs and poultry could not be sold
during those forty days except to invalids and with a double certificate from
doctor and priest. To facilitate control, the ‘Lent butcher’ was the only person
authorized to sell prohibited foods at that time in Paris, and only inside the area
of the Hétel Dieu.’?” This led to a huge demand for fresh, smoked and salted
fish.
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However, fish was not always plentiful around the coasts of Europe. The
much-vaunted Mediterranean had only limited resources - tunny from the
Bosporus, caviar from the Russian rivers (choice food for Christian fasts as far
afield as Abyssinia), dried squids and octopus, always a providential food for
the Greek archipelago, sardines and anchovies from Provence. Tunny was also
trapped in the madragues of North Africa, Sicily, Andalusia and the Portuguese
Algarve. Lagos was a great shipping point for whole boatloads of barrels of
salted tunny bound for the Mediterranean and the north.

By comparison, the resources of those narrow northerly inland seas - the
Channel, North Sea and Baltic - and even more those of the Atlantic, were
superabundant. The Atlantic coasts of Europe were the scene of an active fishing
industry in the middle ages (salmon, mackerel, cod). The Baltic and North Sea
have been centres of large herring fisheries since the eleventh century; they were
the making of the Hanse and then of fishermen from Holland and Zealand. A
Dutchman, William Beukelszoon, is said to have discovered in about 1350 the
rapid method of gutting herrings and salting them on the boat where the
fishermen could barrel them immediately.'® But the herring disappeared from
the Baltic between the fourteenth and fifteenth century.®® After that, boats from
Holland and Zealand fished on the barely covered sands of the Dogger Bank
and in the open sea off the English and Scottish coasts, as far as the Orkneys.
Other fleets gathered at these rich grounds. In the sixteenth century, at the height
of the conflicts between Valois and Hapsburgs, herring truces were duly con-
cluded to ensure Europe’s continued supplies.

Herrings were exported to western and southern Europe by sea, along rivers,
by carriage and by pack animals. Bloaters and red and white herrings arrived in
Venice: white herrings were salted, the red were smoked, and bloaters had been
bloated, that is slightly smoked and slightly salted. The chasse-marées, carriers
of fresh sea fish, could often be seen hurrying towards large towns like Paris -
poor fellows urging on wretched horses weighed down with fish and oysters.
Their cry: ‘Herrings fresh last night’ can be heard in Les cris de Paris by the
musician Janequin. In London, eating a barrel of oysters with wife and friends
was a minor luxury and one the young and economical Samuel Pepys could treat
himself to.

But sea fishing was hardly sufficient to satisfy Europe’s hunger. Recourse to
fresh-water fish becomes more and more essential as we move farther away from
sea coasts, towards the central and eastern continental lands. No river, no
stream, not even the Seine at Paris, was without its authorized fishermen. The
distant Volga was a colossal reserve. The Loire was famous for salmon and carp;
the Rhine for perch. A Portuguese traveller to Valladolid in the first years of the
seventeenth century found supplies of sea fish rather deficient and not always of
high quality, in view of the time they took to reach the city. There were sole,
escabéches of sardines and oysters, and sometimes coalfish, all the year round;
and excellent dorado came from Santander during Lent. But our traveller was
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startled by the unbelievable number of magnificent trout coming from Burgos
and Medina de Rioseco and sold daily on the markets, sometimes so many that
half the town, which was at that time the capital of Spain, could be fed on
them.1° Artificial ponds and the fish-breeding on the large estates in the south
of Bohemia have already been mentioned. Carp was commonly eaten in Ger-
many.

Cod fishing

It was something of a revolution wh\e%, as early as the end of the fifteenth
century, the large-scale fishing of cod began on the Newfoundland banks. It
provoked a scuffle between Basques, French, Dutch and English, the strongest
driving out the less protected. The Spanish Basques were eliminated and access
to the fishing grounds remained in the hands of the powers with the strongest
navies: England, Holland and France.

The great problem was how to preserve and transport the fish. The cod was
either prepared and salted on board the Newfoundland boat, or dried on land.
Salted cod was the ‘green cod’ ‘which has just been salted and is still wet’. Boats
specializing in green cod were of light tonnage with ten or twelve fishermen on
board, plus sailors who cut, cleaned and salted the fish in the hold - often full
to the beams of the bridge. Their practice was to drift with the tide once they
had ‘embanked’ (arrived on the Newfoundland banks). On the other hand, quite
large sailing ships were used to bring back dried or dressed cod. They dropped
anchor when they arrived off the coast of Newfoundland and the fishing expe-
dition was continued in boats. The fish was dried on land by complicated
processes, described at length by Savary.!!

Every sailing ship, whatever sort of cod it carried, had to be ‘victualled’
before it set out - to take on board salt, naval stores, flour, wine, alcohol, lines
and fish-hooks. Fishermen from Norway and Denmark still went to San Lucar
de Barrameda near Seville at the beginning of the seventeenth century to obtain
their salt. Naturally the merchants advanced it to them; the borrowers had to
pay it back in fish when they returned from America.!!?

This was the custom at La Rochelle during its period of prosperity in the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Numerous sailing ships, often of a hundred
tons because quite large holds were required (‘Cod is bulky rather than heavy’),
put into port there every spring. They had twenty to twenty-five men on board,
which shows the importance of manpower in this thankless job. The ‘bourgeois
victualler’ advanced the owner flour, tools, drink and salt, according to the terms
of a ‘charter-party’, legalized by a notary. Near La Rochelle, the little port of
Olonne alone equipped up to a hundred sailing ships and sent several thousand
men to the other side of the Atlantic every year. As the town numbered 3000
inhabitants the owners had to engage sailors from as far afield as Spain. In any
case once the boats had left, the money the bourgeois had advanced ‘on bot-
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tomry’ floated at the whims of the fish and the sea. No repayment would be
made until the return, after June. Furthermore a valuable bonus awaited the first
boats to put in. The victorious skipper was mobbed in the inn by the townsfolk
amidst arguments, brawls and solicitations. It was a singularly profitable victory.
Everyone would be waiting for the new fish. The winning captain might be able
to sell his ‘little hundred’ cod (110 to the 100 according to custom) for as much
as 60 livres, while the ‘thousand’ a few days later would be selling for no more
than 30 livres. One of the boats from Olonne itself usually won the race, since
they were used to making two trips a year - for the early and late season (which
might mean ‘disembanking’ from Newfoundland in a hurry if they were caught
there by bad weather).!1?

The fishing there was inexhaustible: on the great shoulder of Newfoundland,
an undersea plateau very near the surface, the cod ‘congregate . . . they hold their
assemblies here so to speak, and their numbers are so great that the fishermen
of all nations who come here do nothing all day but throw in their lines, haul
them up, gut the cod and put the guts back on the hook as bait for the next. One
man can sometimes catch as many as three or four hundred in a day. When the
food that tempts them to this feeding-ground is exhausted, the cod leave and
start looking for whiting, to which they are very partial. The whiting run ahead
of them, and it is this chase which brings the whiting so often to our shores [in
Europe].’***

‘It is God who gives us cod in Newfoundland,” wrote a native of Marseilles
in 1739. A century earlier a French traveller had already explained: ‘One can
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truly say that the best trade in Europe is to go and fish cod because it costs
nothing [he meant by this no cash outlay, which is both true and false] to have
the aforesaid cod, exceptthe effort of fishing and selling; you make good Spanish
coin out of it and a million men live on it in France.’'**

The last figure is obviously exaggerated. A late-eighteenth-century register
gives a few scattered figures on cod-fishing in France, England and the United
States. In 1773, there are records of 264 French boats (25,000 tons and 10,000
crewmen); in 1775, there were 400 English boats (36,000 tons and 20,000 crew-
men) and 665 ‘American’ boats (25,000 and 25,000 crewmen). That gives a
possible annual total of 1,329 ships, 86,000 tons and 55,000 crewmen, for a total
haul of about 80,000 tons of fish. By adding to this the Dutch and other European
cod fishers, one might end up with something like 1,500 ships and 90,000 tons
of cod.11¢

The correspondence of a Honfleur merchant!!” (a contemporary of Colbert)
acquaints us with the requisite distinctions in quality: ‘gaff’ cod, which was
exceptionally large, and ‘merchant’, ling and codling, small green cod, which
were, however, still better than the rejects - the enormous mass of ‘spoilt’ goods,
either salted too much or too little, or damaged by the stackers’ heels. As green
cod was sold in pieces and not by weight (like dried cod), sorters able to
distinguish between merchandise at a single glance and to gauge quantities had
to be employed. One of the problems facing these cod merchants was to prevent
the arrival on the Honfleur market of herrings from Holland (subjected to ‘stiff
duties’) and even more, herrings caught at banned periods, particularly after
Christmas, by a few wretched fishermen from Normandy. The fish at that time
of year was not good quality, and as it was caught in quantity, sold at low prices:
‘As soon as this herring appears, it is difficult to sell a cod’s tail.” Hence a royal -
prohibition which the honest cod fishermen approved.

Every port specialized in a type of fish, depending on the preferences of the
zone it supplied. Dieppe, Le Havre and Honfleur supplied Paris, which ate green
cod; Nantes supplied the varied tastes of the Loire region; Marseilles absorbed
half the French catch of dried cod on an average but re-exported part of it to
Italy. Numerous vessels from Saint Malo also sailed directly to Italian ports,
notably Genoa, from the seventeenth century.

Much is known about the way Paris was supplied with green (or, as it is still
called, white) cod. The first fishing fleets (leaving in January, returning in July),
and then the second (leaving in March, returning in November and December),
led to two lots of supplies, the first small, the second more abundant but
exhausted by about April. There followed a shortage which lasted for three
months - April, May, June - and affected the whole of France. And ‘moreover
this is a season when vegetables are still scarce, eggs dear and little fresh-water
fish is eaten’. Hence the sudden value and high price of the green cod which the
English fished off their own coasts and which was redistributed to Paris through
the port of Dieppe, a mere intermediary on this occasion.!®
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Nearly all the fleets suspended their fishing operations during the great
maritime quarrels for world domination: wars of succession in Spain and Aus-
tria, the Seven Years War, the War of American Independence. Only the strongest
powers continued to enjoy their cod.

A gradual increase in the catch is perceptible, though not calculable; and
there was certainly a rise in average tonnage, although barely any change in the
duration of the round trip (a month to six weeks). The miracle of Newfoundland
was the continual reconstitution and superabundance of supplies. The banks of
cod fed on plankton and were also particularly fond of whiting, driving them
out of Newfoundland waters and towards the coasts of Europe where fishermen
caught them. It would even seem that cod was numerous on the coasts of Europe
in the middle ages. Later it seems to have moved westwards.

Europeans rushed to eat this providential food. In March 1791, 54 English
ships, with a cargo of 48,110 quintals of cod, arrived in Lisbon. “What a profit
for the English from this one commodity.’*** In Spain, the total spent annually
on cod consumption in about 1717 was over 2,400,000 piastres.!?® But like all
fish, cod spoils quickly in transit and becomes quite disgusting. Even the water
used to soak salted cod soon became so smelly that people were allowed to
throw it into the drains only at night.*?* So it is easy to understand the bitter
remarks attributed to a serving-girl in 1636: ‘I like meat-eating better than Lent
... I would rather see a good solid sausage in the pan and four hams, than a
rotten side of cod.’'??

Cod-fishing. The various operations carried out on land to produce ‘dried cod’. Eighteenth
century. (Biarritz, Maritime Museum.)
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Cod was indeed chiefly eaten during Lent, when it was unavoidable, or by
poor people. ‘It is a food left to labourers,’ says one sixteenth-century author.
The same had once applied to whale meat and fat, which were very much coarser
(except for the tongue, which was delicious according to Ambroise Paré) but
were nevertheless eaten by poor people during Lent,*?* until the time when the
fat was converted into oil and widely used for lighting, soap and various
manufactured products. Whale meat then disappeared from the market. It was
no longer eaten except ‘by Kaffirs near the Cape of Good Hope, a semi-savage
people’, said a treatise of 1619, which none the less mentioned the use in Italy of
fat from salted whales, known as ‘Lenten lard’.?** In any case, industrial re-
quirements were sufficient to maintain an increasingly active whale-hunt: for
example the Dutch sent 6995 ships to the Spitsbergen area between 1675 and
1721 and harpooned 32,908 whales, depopulating the adjacent seas.'?* Boats
from Hamburg looking for whale oil regularly traversed the seas of Greenland.'?¢

The decline in the vogue for pepper after 1650

Pepper occupies a peculiar position in the history of food. An ordinary seasoning
we are far from considering indispensable today, it was for many centuries
associated with spice, the primary object of trade with the Levant. Everything
depended on it, even the dreams of the fifteenth-century explorers. ‘As dear as
pepper’ was a common saying.'?’

Europe had had a very old passion for pepper and spices - cinnamon, cloves,
nutmeg and ginger. We must not be too quick to call it a mania. Islam, China
and India shared the taste, and every society has its crazes for particular foods
that become almost indispensable. They express the need to break the monotony
of diet. A Hindu writer said: ‘When the palate revolts against the insipidness of
rice boiled with no other ingredients, we dream of fat, salt and spices.’?

It is a fact that the poorest and most monotonous diets in underdeveloped
countries today are those which most readily resort to spices. By spices we mean
all types of seasoning in use in our period (including pimento, which came from
America under many names) and not merely the glorious spices of the Levant.
There were spices on the tables of the poor in Europe in the middle ages: thyme,
marjoram, bay leaves, savory, aniseed, coriander and particularly garlic, which
Arnaud de Villeneuve, a famous thirteenth-century doctor, called the peasants’
theriac. The only luxury product amongst these local spices was saffron.

The Roman world from the time of Plautus and the older Cato was passion-
ately fond of silphium, a mysterious plant from Libya which disappeared in the
first century of the Empire. When Caesar emptied the public treasury in 49 he
found over 1500 pounds (490 kilograms) of silphium. Later came the fashion for
a Persian spice, asa foetida: ‘its alliaceous and fetid smell earned it the name of
stercus diaboli, devil’s dung.’ It is still used in Persian cooking today. Pepper
and spices came late to Rome, ‘not before Varro and Horace, and Pliny was
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surprised by the favour pepper found’. In his time its use was widespread and
prices were relatively modest. According to Pliny fine spices were even cheaper
than pepper, which. was not the case in later years. Pepper ultimately had its
own specialized storehouses in Rome, horrea piperataria, and when Alaric seized
the town in 410 he captured five thousand pounds of pepper with it.1??

The West inherited spices and pepper from Rome. It is probable that both
were later in short supply, in Charlemagne’s time, when the Mediterranean was
all but closed to Christianity. But compensation followed rapidly. In the twelfth
century the craze for spices was in full swing. The West sacrificed its precious
metals for them and engaged in the difficult Levant trade which meant travelling
half-way round the world. The passion was so great that along with black and
white pepper (both genuine peppers, the colour depending on whether or not
the dark coating was left on) Westerners bought ‘long pepper’, also from India,
and a substitute product like the bogus pepper or malaguetta which came from
the Guinea coast from the fifteenth century onwards.**® Ferdinand of Spain tried
in vain to prevent the importing of cinnamon and pepper from Portugal (it meant
letting silver out of the country in return) arguing that ‘buena especia es el ajo’
- garlic is a perfectly good spice.***

Cookery books show that the mania for spices affected everything: meat,
fish, jam, soup, luxury drinks. Who would dare cook game without using ‘hot
pepper’, as Douet d’Arcy counselled as early as the beginning of the fourteenth
century? The advice of Le Ménagier de Paris (1393) was to ‘put in the spices as
late as possible’. Its recipe for black pudding ran as follows: ‘take ginger, clove
and a little pepper and crush together’. In this booklet, oille, ‘a dish brought
back from Spain’ and consisting of a mixture of various meats, duck, partridge,
pigeon, quail and chicken (to all appearances the popular olla podrida of today),
also becomes a mixture of spices, ‘aromatic drugs’, eastern or otherwise, nutmeg,
pepper, thyme, ginger and basil. Spices were also consumed in the form of
preserved fruits and elaborate powders to treat any disease medicine might
diagnose. They were all reputed ‘to drive off wind’ and ‘favour the seed’.**? In
the West Indies, black pepper was often replaced by red pepper, ‘axi or chili’,
which was so liberally sprinkled over meat that new arrivals could not swallow
a mouthful.?*?

In fact there was nothing in common between this spice-orgy and the late
and moderate consumption known to the Roman world. It is true that the
Romans ate little meat (even in Cicero’s time it was the object of sumptuary
laws). The medieval West, on the other hand, was carnivorous. We might assume
that the badly preserved and not always tender meat cried out for the seasoning
of strong peppers and spicy sauces, which disguised its poor quality. Some
doctors argue today that the sense of smell has some curious psychological
features. They claim that there is a sort of mutual exclusion between the taste
for seasonings ‘with a bitter smell, like garlic and onion ... and the taste for
more delicate seasonings with sweet and aromatic smells, reminiscent of the
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scent of flowers’.** In the middle ages, the former may have predominated.

Things were probably not so simple. In any case consumption of spice
increased in the sixteenth century (until then, it had been a great luxury) with
the sharp rise in deliveries following Vasco da Gama’s voyage. The increase was
particularly marked in the north, where purchases of spices far exceeded those
in the Mediterranean regions. The spice-market shifted from Venice and its
Fondaco dei Tedeschi to Antwerp (with a short sojourn at Lisbon) and then to
Amsterdam, so the trade was not governed by simple considerations of commerce
and navigation. Luther, who exaggerated, claimed that there was more spice
than grain in Germany. The large consumers were in the north-and east. In
Holland, in 1697, it was thought that after coin, the best merchandise ‘for cold
countries’ was spice, consumed ‘in prodigious quantities’ in Russia and Po-
land.*** Perhaps pepper and spices were more sought after in places where they
had been late arrivals and were still a new luxury. When Abbé Mably reached
Cracow he was served with wine from Hungary and ‘a very plentiful meal which
might have been very good if the Russians and the Confederates had destroyed
all those aromatic herbs used in such quantities here, like the cinnamon and
nutmeg that poison travellers in Germany’.**¢ It would seem therefore that in
eastern Europe the taste for strong seasoning and spices was still medieval in
style at that date, while the ancient culinary customs were to some extent
disappearing in the West. But this is conjecture and not fact.

It seems at any rate that when spices began to fall in price and to appear on
all tables, so that they were no longer a symbol of wealth and luxury, they were
used less and their prestige declined. Or so a cookery book of 1651 (by Frangois-
Pierre de La Varenne) would suggest, as does Boileau’s satire (1665) ridiculing
the misuse of spices.?®’

As soon as the Dutch reached the Indian Ocean and the Indian Archipelago
they did their utmost to restore and then maintain for their own profit the
monopoly in pepper and spices against the Portuguese (whose trade was gradu-
ally eliminated) and soon against' English competition and later French and
Danish. They also tried to control supplies to China, Japan, Bengal and Persia,
and were able to compensate for a slack period in Europe by a sharp rise in their
trade with Asia. The quantities of pepper reaching Europe via Amsterdam (and
outside its market) probably increased, at least until the middle of the seventeenth
century, and then were maintained at a high level. Annual arrivals in about 1600
before the Dutch success were possibly of the order of 20,000 present-day
quintals, hence an annual quota of 20 grams per inhabitant for 100 million
Europeans. Consumption may well have been of the order of 50,000 quintals in
about 1680, more than double the figure at the time of the Portuguese monopoly.
The sales of the Oost Indische Companie from 1715 to 1732 suggest that a limit
was reached. What is certain is that pepper ceased being the dominant spice-
trade commodity it was in the days of Priuli and Sanudo and the undisputed
supremacy of Venice. Pepper still held first place in the trade of the Company in
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~ The transport of spices by natives. Cosmographie universelle, by G. Le Testu, f° 32 v9,
sixteenth century. Paris, Library of the Musée de la Guerre. (Photo Giraudon.)

Amsterdam in 1648-50 (33% of the total). It fell to fourth in 1778-80 (11%)
after textiles (silk and cotton, 32:66%), spices (24°43%) and tea and coffee
(22:92% ).13® Was this a typical case of the ending of a luxury consumption and
the beginning of a general one? Or the decline of excessive use?

or this decline the popularity of new luxuries - coffee, chocolate, alcohol
and tobacco - can legitimately be blamed; perhaps also the spread of new
vegetables which gradually began to vary Western diet (asparagus, spinach,
lettuce, artichokes, peas, green beans, cauliflower, tomatoes, pimentoes, melons).
These vegetables were mostly the product of European, and especially Italian,
gardens. (Charles viir brought the melon back from Italy.) Some, like the can-
taloupe, came from Armenia, others, like the tomato, haricot bean and potato,
from America.

One last but rather unconvincing explanation remains. A general decrease
in meat consumption took place after 1600 or even earlier, which meant a break
with former diet. Concurrently the rich adopted a simpler style of cooking, in
France at least. German and Polish cooking may have been behindhand and
have also had better supplies of meat and therefore a greater need for pepper
and spices. But this explanation is only conjectural and those given before will
have to satisfy us until fuller information is availa/b%e.
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There is evidence of a certain saturation of the European market; a German
economist (1722) and an ‘English’ witness (1754) both reported that the Dutch
had ‘sometimes to burn large quantities of pepper and nutmeg . .. or throw them
into the sea to maintain the price’.**® Furthermore, Europeans had no control
over the fields of pepper trees outside Java, and Pierre Poivre’s efforts in the
islands of Mauritius and Réunion where he was governor (1767) only seem to
have been of passing interest; the same was true of similar attempts in French
Guiana.

As nothing is ever simple, the seventeenth century which saw the break with
spices in France fell madly in love with perfumes. They invaded stews, pastries,
liqueurs and sauces: amber, iris, rose water, orange-flower water, marjoram,
musk, and so on. ‘Scented waters’ were even spooned over eggs!

Sugar conquers the world

Sugar cane is native to the Bengal coast, between the Ganges delta and Assam.
The wild plant later reached gardens where for a long time it was cultivated for
its sugar water and then sugar, regarded as a cure at that period: it appears in
doctors’ prescriptions in Sassanid Persia. Similarly, medicinal sugar vied with
honey in general prescriptions in Byzantium. It appears in the pharmacopaea of
the Salerno School in the tenth century. Before that date it had begun to be used
as a foodstuff in India and in China where the cane was imported in about the
eighth century Ap. It quickly adapted itself to the hilly area of Kwang Tung, in
the neighbourhood of Canton - predictably enough, because Canton was already
the largest port in ancient China and had a wooded hinterland (sugar production
required a great deal of fuel). For many centuries Kwang Tung provided the
main part of Chinese production, and in the seventeenth century the Oost
Indische Companie had no difficulty in organizing exports to Europe of sugar
from China and Taiwan.!*® By the end of the next century, China was herself
importing sugar from Cochinchina, at very low prices, and yet this luxury does
not seem to have been known in northern China.**!

Cane was in Egypt by the tenth century and sugar wasalready being produced
by an advanced process. The Crusaders met it in Syria. After the fall of Acre,
with Syria lost (1291), sugar passed into the hands of the Christians and rapidly
established itself in Cyprus. The beautiful Catherine Cornaro, wife of the last of
the Lusignans and last queen of the island (the Venetians seized it in 1479) was
descended from the Cornaros, Venetian patricians and in their day ‘sugar kings’.

Even before its success in Cyprus, sugar had been brought by the Arabs to
Sicily and later Valencia, where it prospered. It had reached the Moroccan
Sousse by the end of the fifteenth century and spread to Madeira, then the
Azores, the Canaries, the island of Sao Tomé and Prince’s Island in the Gulf of
Guinea. In about 1520, it reached Brazil, where its prosperity was consolidated
in the latter half of the sixteenth century. From now on, sugar never looked



Sugar loaves and the manufacture of syrup in the fifteenth century. Modena, Estense Library.
(Photo Giraudon.)

back. ‘Whereas before, sugar was only obtainable in the shops of apothecaries,
who kept it exclusively for invalids,” writes Ortelius in the Thédtre de 'Universe
(r572), today ‘people devour it out of gluttony ... What used to be a medicine
is nowadays eaten as a food.”!*

From Brazil, as a result of the Dutch expulsion from Recife in 1654 and the
Holy Office’s persecutions of the Portuguese marranos,'** cane and sugar mills
in the seventeenth century reached Martinique, Guadeloupe, Dutch Curagao,
Jamaica and Santo Domingo. The great period for these producers began in
about 1680, and from then on production showed an uninterrupted increase. If
I am not much mistaken, sugar production in Cyprus in the fifteenth century
was reckoned only in hundreds or at most in a few thousand ‘light’ quintals
(= 5o kilograms).*** But Santo Domingo alone was producing 70,008 at its peak
in the eighteenth century. In 1800 England consumed 150,000 tons of sugar
annually, almost fifteen times more than in 1700, and Lord Sheffield was right
when he noted in 1783: “The consumption of sugar may increase considerably.
It is scarcely known in half of Europe.’*** Consumption in Paris just before the
Revolution was § kilograms per person per year (on the doubtful reckoning of
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a population of 600,000); in 1846 (and this figure is more reliable) consumption
was only 362 kilograms. An estimate for the whole of France in 1788 gives a
theoretical average consumption of one kilogram.**¢ We can be certain that
sugar was still a luxury item despite public favour and the relative fall in its
price. The sugar loaf hung over tables in many peasant households in France.
Directions for use: hold your glass up to it bittefly so that the sugar can melt into
it. In fact, if one were to draw a map of sugar consumption, it would be very
irregular. In sixteenth-century Egypt, for instance, there was a minor industry
in preserves and sweetmeats, and sugar was such a predominant crop that cane-
straw was used for melting gold.!*” Two centuries later, there were still great
tracts of Europe where sugar was quite unknown.

The low level of production was also the result of the late establishment of
sugar beet. It was known, however, as early as 1575 and the German chemist
Markgraff had isolated sugar from it in solid form in 1747. Its career only began
with the Continental Blockade and required almost another century to reach its
full extent.

Sugar cane cultivation was limited to hot climates, which was why it did not
cross to the north of the Yang-tse-Kiang in China. It also had special marketing
and industrial requirements. Sugar demanded a large labour force (in America
the black slaves) and expensive installations - the yngenios in Cuba, New Spain
and Peru, equivalent to the engenhos de assucar in Brazil, the engins or sugar
mills in the French islands, and the English ‘engines’. The cane had to be crushed
by rollers arranged in various ways and worked by animals, waterpower, wind;
in China they were powered by elbow-grease, and in Japan where no rollers
were used, the cane was twisted by hand. The sap of the plants required
treatment, preparation, precautions and long heating in copper vats. When
crystallized in clay moulds it produced raw sugar or muscovado; when filtered
in white clay, clayed sugar or moist sugar. It was then possible to obtain ten
different products, plus alcohol. Raw sugar was very often refined in Europe, at
Antwerp, Venice, Amsterdam, London, Paris, Bordeaux, Nantes, Dresden, etc.
The operation was almost as profitable as the production of the raw material.
This gave rise to conflicts between refiners and sugar growers, the colonists of
the islands who dreamed of manufacturing everything on the spot, or as they
said ‘setting themselves up in white’ (in white sugar). Cultivation and production
therefore required capital and chains of intermediaries. Where intermediaries
did not exist, sales rarely went beyond the local market; this remained the case
in Peru, New Spain and Cuba until the nineteenth century. If the sugar islands
and the coast of Brazil prospered, it was because they were situated within easy
reach of Europe, given the speed and capacity of contemporary ships.

There was an additional obstacle: ‘To feed a colony in America,” Abbe
Raynal explains, ‘it is necessary to cultivate a province in Europe.’**® For the
sugar-growing colonies could not feed themselves, as the cane left little space for
food crops. This is the characteristic of sugar as a monoculture in north-east
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Brazil, the West Indies, and Moroccan Sousse (where archaeology is bringing to
light vast installations from the past). In 1783 England sent 16,526 tons of salt
meat, beef and pork, 5188 flitches of bacon and 2559 tons of preserved tripe to
its own West Indies (Jamaica particularly).**® Food for the slaves in Brazil was
secured by importing tons of cod from Newfoundland, carne do sol from the
interior (sertdo), and soon by charque (dried meat) shipped from Rio Grande do
Sul. The saving of the West Indies was salt beef and flour from the English
colonies in America: in exchange the colonies obtained sugar and rum - rum
which very shortly afterwards they would be able to produce for themselves.

To sum up: we must not be too quick to talk about a sugar revolution. Sugar
was established very early but progressed extremely slowly. It was still not
widespread on the threshold of the nineteenth century. We cannot conclude that
sugar graced every table in the world. Scarcely is that statement uttered, however,
than we think of the agitation provoked by lack of sugar in revolutionary Paris
at the time of le maximum.

Drinks, stimulants and drugs

Even a short history of drinks must discuss the old and the new, the popular and
the refined, together with the various changes that occurred with the passage of
time. Drinks are not only foodstuffs: they have always served as drugs, a means
of escape. Sometimes, as with certain Indian tribes, drunkenness is even a means
of communication with the supernatural. Be that as it may, the rise of alcoholism
was continuous in Europe during the centuries that concern us. And then exotic
stimulants were coming in: tea, coffee and, not least, tobacco in all its forms, an
unclassifiable ‘dope’, neither food nor drink.

Water

Paradoxically we must begin with water. It was not always readily available

. and, despite specific advice from doctors who claimed that one sort of water
was preferable to another for a particular disease, people had to be content with
what was on hand: rain, river, fountain, cistern, well, barrel or a copper recep-
tacle in which it was wise to keep some in reserve in every provident household.
There were some extreme cases. Sea water was distilled by alembic in the Spanish
presidios in North Africa in the sixteenth century; otherwise water would have
been brought from Spain or Italy. And we hear of the desperate plight of some
travellers across the Congo in 1648 who, starving, tired to death and sleeping
on the bare ground, had to ‘drink water [which] resembled horse’s urine’.*s°
Another great problem was the lack of fresh water on board ship. There was no
way of keeping it drinkable, despite so many recipes and jealously guarded
secrets.

&
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Whole towns - and very wealthy ones at that - were poorly supplied with
water. This applied to Venice where the wells in the public squares or the
courtyards of palaces were not (as is often thought) dug right down to the
underground fresh-water level, below the bed of the lagoon. They were cisterns
half-filled with fine sand through which rain water was filtered and decanted
and then oozed into the well running down shrough the centre. When no rain
fell for weeks on end, the cisterns ran dry; this happened when Stendhal was
staying in the city. If there was a storm they were tainted with salt water. Even
in normal weather they were inadequate for the enormous population of the
town. Fresh water had to be brought from outsidg, not by aqueduct but by boats
filled in the Brenta and sent to Venice daily. These acquaroli of the river even
formed an autonomous guild at Venice. The same unpleasant situation prevailed
in all the towns of Holland, reduced to using cisterns, shallow wells and dubious
canal waters.??

There were few aqueducts in use: the deservedly famous ones at Istanbul,
and the one at Segovia, the puente (repaired in 1481), which dated from Roman
times and astounded visitors. Portugal had aqueducts at Coimbra, Tomar, Villa
. do Conde and Elvas all functioning in the seventeenth century. The new Spring
Water aqueduct built in Lisbon between 1729 and 1748, took water to the
outlying square of the Rato. The water of this fountain was much sought after,
and it was here that the water carriers came to fill the red casks with iron handles
which they carried on the backs of their necks.**? Sensibly, Martin v’s first
concern when he reoccupied the Vatican after the Great Schism was to restore
one of the demolished aqueducts of Rome. Two new aqueducts had to be built
to supply the great city at the end of the sixteenth century: the Aqua Felice and
the Aqua Paola. The fountains of Genoa were chiefly supplied by the aqueduct
of La Scuffara, whose water also powered the mill-wheels inside the city walls
and was then distributed among the different quarters of the town. The western
side, however, drew on water from springs and cisterns.**® In Paris the Belleville
aqueduct was repaired in 1457; in conjunction with the one at Pré-Saint-Gervais
it supplied the town until the seventeenth century. The Arcueil aqueduct, recon-
structed by Maria de Medici, brought water from Rungis to the Luxembourg
Palace.’** Large hydraulic wheels raised river water to supply towns in some
places (Toledo 1526; Augsburg 1548) and drove powerful lift-and-force pumps
for this purpose. The Samaritaine pump, built between 1603 and 1608, yielded
700 cubic metres of water every day, drawn from the Seine and redistributed to
the Louvre and the Tuileries; in 1670 the pumps of the Notre Dame bridge drew
2000 cubic metres from the same source. Water from aqueducts and pumps was
distributed about the towns through terracotta pipes (as in Roman times) or
wooden pipes (hollowed tree trunks fixed together, as in northern Italy from the
fourteenth century and at Breslau from 1471. There was even some lead piping,
but although the use of lead is recorded in England in 1236, it remained limited.
In 1770, Thames water ‘which is not good’ was carried to all the houses in
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London by underground wooden pipes, but this was not what we would usually
think of as running water: it was ‘distributed regularly three times a week,
according to the amount consumed per household ... it was received and kept
in great pipes bound with iron’.1ss

In Paris, the chief source of water remained the Seine. Its water, which was
sold by carriers, was reputed to have all the virtues: it was supposed to bear
boats well, being muddy and therefore heavy, as a Portuguese envoy reported in
1641 - not that this quality would recommend itself to drinkers; and it was
considered excellent for the health - which we may be allowed to doubt. ‘A
number of dyers pour their dye three times a week into the branch of the river
which washes the Pelletier quay and between the two bridges,” said an eye
witness (1771). “The arch which forms the Gévres quai is a seat of pestilence. All
that part of the town drinks infected water.”**¢ It is true that this was soon
remedied. And after all Seine water was better than water from the wells on the
Left Bank, which were never protected from terrible infiltrations and with which
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21 A WELL-CISTERN IN VENICE: SECTION AND ELEVATION

1. Central well-shaft. 2. Rain-water tanks. 3. Sand for filtering. 4. Clay surround. 5. Mouths of
rain-water tank, commonly known as pilele (literally fonts). The filtered water reappeared in the
central well-shaft. Nowadays Venice has water mains, but the Venetian wells can still be seen in
public squares or inside houses. (After E.R. Trincanato.)
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the bakers made their bread. This river water was a natural purgative and of
course ‘unpleasant for foreigners’ but they could always add a few drops of
vinegar or buy filtered and ‘improved’ water - or better still, a product called
the King’s water, or the best and most expensive, the so-called Bristol water.
These refinements were unknown before about 1760. ‘One drank water [from
the Seine] without really bothering about it.’*%?

Twenty thousand carriers earned a living (though a poor one) supplying
Paris with water, taking some thirty ‘loads’ (two buckets at a time) even to the
top floors at two sous a load. It was therefore the beginning of a revolution when
the Périer brothers installed two steam pumps at, Chaillot in 1782, ‘very curious
machines’ which raised water 110 feet from the low level of the Seine ‘by ordinary
steam from boiling water’. This was in imitation of London, which had had
nine such pumps for several years. The Saint-Honoreé district, the wealthiest and
therefore the most able to pay for such progress, was the first to be served. But
people were worried: what would happen to the twenty thousand water carriers
if the number of machines increased? And furthermore, the venture shortly
turned into a financial scandal (1788). But all the same, with the eighteenth
century the problem of supplying drinkable water was clearly posed and the
solutions seen and sometimes achieved. And as the proposed water supply for
Ulm (1713) proves, this was not confined to capital cities.

Despite everything, progress was slow. In every town in the world the water
carrier was indispensable. One Portuguese traveller in Valladolid in Philip ur’s
time praised the excellent water sold in delightful demi-johns and ceramic jugs
of all shapes and colours.’*® In China the water carrier used two pails, as in
Paris, balancing them at each end of his pole. But a drawing of Peking in 1800
also shows a large barrel on wheels, with a bung at the back. An engraving of
about the same period explains ‘the way in which women carry water in Egypt’
in two jars, reminiscent of ancient amphorae: a large one on the head supported
by the left hand, a small one held flat on the right hand by a graceful movem