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Oceans of Grain: The region that is sometimes called Europe on the left, its Black Sea breadbasket on the right, and the vital pinch point on the Bosporus Strait, c. 1912 
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INTRODUCTION



IN THE SPRING of 2011, I first flew into Odessa to research an international financial crisis, but not the one you have probably heard about. Two and a half years earlier, on October 1, 2008, I had written an article in the Chronicle of Higher Education predicting that problems with the mortgage market suggested a deeper problem with international trade that could hinder bank lending and lead to a global depression. I knew this, I wrote, because I saw similarities between modern problems with mortgage banking and my obsession: the panic of 1873. My editor asked me to conclude with a few paragraphs about what might happen if 1873 were similar to 2008. I predicted a steep decline in trade, widespread unemployment, hoarding of cash by financial firms, shifts in the currency used for international trade, scapegoating of immigrants, and finally a surge of nationalism and tariffs. Newspapers all over the world translated and reprinted my article even as the stock market began to plunge.1 Between October 1, 2008, and March 9, 2009, the Standard & Poor’s Index dropped over 50 percent. By 2011 all the things I predicted had happened.2


By 2011 I had finished a book about the American origins of financial panics, which I argued had much to do with drastic changes in commodity prices.3 Drawing me to Odessa were the often invisible connections between booms and busts in the history of a single commodity: wheat. By the spring of 2011, we were already seeing some of the longer-lasting results of the 2008 downturn. For example, a surge in the price of grain had led Arab states—which import most of their food—to stop subsidizing the price of bread in cities. Bread riots followed in an “Arab Spring” that would soon topple governments in Libya, Egypt, Tunisia, and Syria.4 Newspaper reporters were flying to the Arab world because of protests there, but as a historian I was heading to Odessa. Egyptian protesters called for “bread, freedom, and social justice” in 2011. I was thinking about calls for bread, freedom, and justice in the French Revolution of 1789, the downfall of Sultan Selim III in 1807, the European Revolutions of 1848, the Young Turk Revolution in 1910, and the Russian Revolution in 1917. Wars and revolutions now, just as in the past, have much to do with wheat. That is the topic of this book.


Taking off from Budapest on an antique commuter plane, a dozen Hungarian tourists and I headed south over the Eurasian steppes. Through my window, I could see endless wheat fields laid out below like a massive Tetris game, with interlocking squares and rectangles of land straddling the main highways. The railways and roads that sliced through the black soil followed a straight path southward to the Black Sea. Neither the Russian Revolution nor the Second World War nor the Orange Revolution of the 2000s had erased those sharp grid lines laid down in the nineteenth century.


Ukraine has what may be the richest soil in the world. Called chernozem, it is a dark, beautifully aerated loam that allows worms and bacteria to thrive. In 1768, the tsarina Catherine II sent more than a hundred thousand Russian troops through this region and across the Black Sea to capture it. She had an audacious plan to build the Russian Empire by borrowing food, seizing the steppe, planting wheat here, and then feeding all of Europe. Five thousand miles away, American colonists had a similar plan, and both seemed utterly utopian. Then a revolution in Paris over the price of bread, the rise of Napoleon, and the burning of thousands of wheat fields in Europe changed all that. Odessa became a grain-exporting boomtown and made the tsars who followed Catherine and their landowning nobility rich. Wheat grown in those black rectangles traveled by oxcart to Odessa, where workers loaded the sacks onto Greek-owned ships bound for Livorno, London, and Liverpool to feed European cities at war. Wealth poured into Russia’s newly built port. In a few decades, French émigré architects, refugees from the Revolution, had designed the Vorontsov Palace, along with Alexander Square, the Odessa Opera House, and the majestic summer dachas of southern Russia’s moneyed estate owners and grain traders. The most beautiful dachas surrounded the imperial botanical gardens.


After Napoleon’s defeat, these vast fields of Russian wheat did not delight European landlords. They faced what is called “Ricardo’s paradox,” in which rents drop when food gets cheap. For forty years taxes on foreign grain slowed cheap sacks of Russian Azima and Ghirka wheat. But then a water mold, unknowingly carried in from America, killed potatoes and brought food insecurity that forced European states to open the trading floodgates to wheat again in 1846. A century-long contest emerged between the wheat fields of Russia and the wheat fields of America to feed Europe’s working class.


In the 1860s, as both empires were forced to end slavery and serfdom, a powerful Russia and a weak United States switched positions. Russia’s boom went suddenly bust when larger boatloads of cheap American wheat burst across the ocean to European markets in the wake of the American Civil War. A group of US capitalists I call the boulevard barons helped break the power of southern enslavers and then stole a march on Russia’s grain trade. The boulevard barons who sold grain internationally had partnered with the Union Army to create a new financial instrument called the futures contract, which allowed a London merchant to buy ten thousand bushels of wheat in Chicago and sell it for future delivery on the same day in Liverpool, nearly eliminating the risk of price fluctuations. Other innovations cheapened the cost of delivering American wheat. An Atlantic telegraph allowed purchase of a futures contract. Portable nitroglycerin widened American rivers and cut through the Appalachian Mountains that separated American prairies from the coast. Huge sailing ships that could never pass through the Suez Canal were forced onto the Atlantic. While Odessa at its peak could export a million tons of wheat each year, New York in 1871 was putting a million tons of grain afloat every week. As a result, European grain prices dropped nearly 50 percent between 1868 and 1872, and merchant fees fell along with them. Grain ships came back to the United States nearly empty, cheapening the price of passage from Europe to America. Within a few years millions of European immigrants were climbing into “steerage” holds just emptied of American wheat, their American journey subsidized by sales of American grain.


European workers in cities—previously plagued by low birth weights, high infant mortality, rickets, and malnutrition—benefited enormously from cheap grain, but Odessa faced what its committee on trade and manufactures had by 1873 called “ruinous competition.” The committee predicted that the problem of cheap American grain, first noticed in 1868, would lead Odessa to “a period of absolute decline.”5 By the middle of 1873, Ricardo’s paradox had done its work, not just in Russia but in much of Europe. The Bank of England, fearing that banks were using interbank lending credit to buy up real estate, raised interest rates in a series of shocks. A real estate bubble burst almost simultaneously in Odessa, Vienna, and Berlin. This so-called Agrarian Crisis set off a financial panic and then an economic downturn in agricultural Europe that was so severe, it was known, until the 1930s, as the Great Depression. In other words, oceans of grain had flooded Europe, and the flush times in Odessa and much of central Europe had ended, sending shock waves around the world.


States that had once been Europe’s most powerful agricultural empires, including the Ottoman and Austro-Hungarian empires, then faced four decades of decline. The European states with cities that consumed the most American and Russian grain—Britain, Germany, France, and Italy—grew in importance by comparison. Political leaders in three of the grain-consuming “great powers”—Germany, France, and Italy—responded to the Agrarian Crisis by imposing lucrative taxes on imported wheat. As critics at the time put it, they picked workers’ pockets to buy gunboats. These grain-powered great powers then built navies and merchant marines that scrambled to turn Asia, Africa, and the Middle East into outposts of disparate, brutal patchwork empires.


In 1884 Russia responded with state-supported railroads and cheap farm loans to emulate the grain-credit system of the United States, which allowed Russia to compete directly with its Atlantic competitor by the 1890s. The audacious plan to plant grain in Siberia and Central Asia attracted French investors and funded railway corridors all the way to a new grain port in Manchuria. In 1905 the Japanese Empire forced Russia to slink back to its old source of wealth in Odessa.


Russia’s catastrophic failure in Asia, including the humiliation of its army, the loss of most of its fleet, and revolts among soldiers and sailors, brought Russia’s first revolution in 1905 and forced one of the world’s greatest powers to refocus on exporting grain through Odessa. By 1914 Russia’s anxiety that Turkey might halt Russian grain shipments on the Black Sea helped start World War I—a war over nothing less than foreign bread. If Russia lost a hundred thousand men in the Russo-Japanese War, it would soon lose millions more in a fight over oceans of grain. The loss of those men, who would never again harvest wheat, brought Russia again to the brink of revolution.


The American part I understood well, having written about food, technology, and railroads in the United States for over thirty years. I have tried to explain here the way that Russia and the United States were yoked together on an international market and the frequently catastrophic effects. Trained as an American historian, I have been working through this tension between the United States and imperial Russia for over a decade. I spent those years researching in multiple languages and literatures, piecing together the relationship between the economic changes that came with the American Civil War (a subject I know) and the economic and political events in Europe that led to World War I and the Russian Revolution (a subject I have been studying ever since).


The further I dug, the more I was helped along by the brilliant analysis of a Russian grain trader and revolutionary writing under the pseudonym Parvus, who had grown up in Odessa during the 1873 crisis and in fact coined the term “Agrarian Crisis” in 1895.6 In his many books and opinion pieces, he claimed that paths of grain made and destroyed empires and argued that this was true not just for his own time but going back to antiquity.7 These trading pathways were not created by empires but rather were formed by traders—empires simply rode on top of them.8 Parvus argued that trade was an active force of its own that “took on different forms and gained different meanings” in different societies, ancient, medieval, and modern. Trade, he thought, shaped the structure of a society in ways impossible to fully understand. Empires assembled themselves on paths of trade, he argued, but were vulnerable on the very lines that connected them to their inner and outer rings; they were thus prone to what he called Zusammenbruch: crash, breakdown, or collapse.9 He devoted his life to understanding how trade routes and empires overlapped, how crashes occurred, and the radical changes in social structure that followed.


PARVUS WAS A famous revolutionary whom you have probably never heard of. Born in a shtetl in Belarus, Alexander Israel Helphand grew up large and broad-shouldered, the son of a former dockworker. Yet, all his adult life, Parvus dressed as a dandy, with a starched collar, vest, tie, and polished black leather shoes. His fancy clothes, it was said, drew one’s attention away from his growing waistline. Helphand is a Russian pronunciation of the Yiddish word for “elephant” (Gelfand), and his friends called him the elephant or “fatty” behind his back. A student of the world economy and conversant in Greek, Latin, Russian, Ukrainian, Turkish, and German, he wrote newspaper editorials in a sarcastic, bombastic manner that irritated monarchs and politicians all over Europe. Kicked out of at least five German cities for his radical editorials and hounded by the Russian police for most of his life, he nevertheless became, by 1910, a confidential advisor to foreign secretaries in the Ottoman and Prussian empires who sought to understand Russia’s power over grain. A philanderer and voluptuary, he alternately courted female revolutionaries and actresses. He was a radical with tens of thousands of loyal readers—German, Russian, and Turkish workers mostly—who learned about the world economy in the half dozen cheap radical newspapers that he founded in his life.


Parvus was not just a scholar and a writer but also a key player in the changes that brought about the collapse of imperial Russia. He smuggled weapons and grain to Istanbul during the Balkan Wars, helped the Ottoman Empire build up its defenses at Gallipoli, and became a multimillionaire. In the middle of World War I, he persuaded the German government to send more than fifty million deutsche marks and a sealed train of revolutionaries to Saint Petersburg to start the Russian Revolution. Married, with at least one illegitimate son, he lived through the 1920s in an opulent mansion in Berlin’s Wannsee district. Radicals called it a revolutionary salon; critics called it a private bordello.10 But in 2011 no one I met in Odessa had ever heard of the man who saw the world’s fortunes pivoting around the grain that came through this port.


By 2020 Parvus had become famous all over again, at least in Russia, Turkey, and much of the Middle East. In 2017 he became the star of Demon of the Revolution, an opulent two-part costume drama on the history of the Russian Revolution, first broadcast on Russia’s national television station, RT1. As Vladimir Putin’s government moved sharply toward nostalgia for the Russian Empire that had been dead since 1917, Russian media recast Parvus as the wily Jewish speculator who during World War I tricked the German military into funding Vladimir Lenin’s seizure of power in the Russian Revolution. This Parvus was not fat but a buff crime lord with chauffeurs, Rolls-Royces, and young mistresses. His secret agents were in the shadows, prepared to strangle any of the tsar’s loyal subjects who crossed him. The new Russian Empire increasingly needed a beefcake villain like Parvus to justify Putin’s hold on power. The story about Parvus’s role in the revolution was exaggerated but partly true.


Meanwhile, in Turkey, Parvus had for a hundred years been considered a minor founder of the Turkish national state. In fact, Parvus arguably helped save Turkey from being wiped off the map during World War I. But then, after Recep Tayyip Erdoğan successfully defended himself from a military coup in 2015, Turkish national media turned sharply to an Islamist view of the world that glorified the last days of the Ottoman Empire. A Turkish National Television series, The Last Emperor (2017–2020), turned Parvus into the slender grand vizier of a global Jewish conspiracy. In season 2, the scheming Parvus floods the Ottoman emperor’s chamber with poison gas using a newfangled radiator, killing nearly everyone but the emperor himself. Here was a different Parvus, secretly allied with Britain, the Catholic Church, and the Freemasons. He was bent on starting World War I to break up the Ottoman Empire to create a Jewish state in Palestine. If the Russian version of historical revisionism via television show got a few facts right, the Turkish version was paranoid, anti-Semitic fantasy.


WHEN THE PLANE landed outside Odessa, I reconfirmed the limits of my expertise. My spoken Russian was not good enough to bargain with the private cab drivers whose Ukrainian-accented Russian I found difficult to parse. I finally located someone who spoke a little German and a few words of English. When I showed him the address of my hotel, he looked me up and down, twice, then shrugged before motioning for me to get into the car. When we arrived, I discovered why he had seemed so surprised at my destination. “Russkaya mafiya,” he said, nodding, as I stared at the men in camouflage jackets who guarded the front gates of the building with Kalashnikovs. The sightlines from two sniper towers converged on our taxi. I had, apparently, booked a hotel room in a Russian-mafia quarter. My broken Russian and printed reservation got me past the guards.


Outside the compound, I had seen crumbling roads, massive flea markets, and public transportation older than my grandmother. Inside, I saw shocking opulence that reminded me of the wealth of old Odessa: oversize Humvees, late-model Benzes, and the multimillion-dollar summer homes of the newly rich Russians close to Vladimir Putin. My hotel in this gated community looked out onto a pool and beyond it to the Black Sea. Young women in bikinis swam in the pool while their elderly boyfriends, in dark sunglasses and sweatpants, watched from their deck chairs. This was the new Ukraine. Its wealth, as Russia’s economic colony and breadbasket, was over a century in the making.


From my fancy room of tile and glass—I didn’t dare go down to the pool—I planned my research itinerary. I would travel from the ports to the grain pathways, visit museums, read city records, and walk the Jewish quarter. There were warehouses to gawk at and roads to wander down. I had to see the city from the water. I hoped to see the pathways, to understand how Odessa became the place where Ukrainian grain found the sea. Istanbul, the ancient spout through which Black Sea grain entered the world, would be my next stop. How, I wondered, could cheap American grain persuade a tsar and tens of thousands of French citizens to invest in a railroad to Riga in the 1880s and then an impossibly long one to Manchuria? In 1895, Parvus declared that the debt accrued to build these pathways would lead Russia on a path to famine, world war, and revolution. In following Parvus’s tracks, I learned so much more.



















One



THE BLACK PATHS


10,000–800 BC


THE NEXT MORNING, I left the mafia compound, waved good-bye to the guards, and headed out to visit Odessa. My goal was to traverse what Ukrainians call the “black paths” (chorni shlyakhy). These are the ancient oxen trails that cut across the Ukrainian plains to Black Sea ports.


I was looking for paths, but traces of empire jumped out at me. When I found a bus stop down the road, the bus shelter had a large sign advertising a brand of kvass: a sour, slightly alcoholic drink made from bread crusts soaked in water. A peasant beverage for ten centuries, kvass was an iconic symbol of imperial rule, the daily drink the steward of a Slavic noble household rationed out to serfs. It so symbolized the bond between lord and serf that critics of the tsar in the 1800s referred to crass expressions of expansionist Russian nationalism as kvass-patriotism. The drink, now carbonated, filtered, and sweetened, has recently reemerged in Ukraine and Russia as competition for expensive American sodas.1


Kvass is an emblem of empire, but its sour and fizzy flavor comes from yeast still alive in the crusts of rye bread. That tangy taste can give you a sense of some of bread’s mysteries. Yeast and water are naturally plentiful on this planet, but a complicated chemistry takes place when they are mixed with ground-up grain. Recent archaeological research from the Fertile Crescent (near what is now Jordan) suggests that baked, slightly leavened bread is at least 14,400 years old.2 That makes bread older than writing, older than cities, and older than most domesticated animals. In many societies between the British Isles and the eastern edges of China, the mystery of summoning food from this mixture of wheat, bacteria, and yeast was transmitted for thousands of years. Some of the earliest Mediterranean folktales preserve bread’s secrets.


The ancient song of Demeter, reproduced in the Homeric hymns of 700 to 800 BC, suggests how to store the seeds of flowering weeds like emmer, wheat, and rye. Some ancient scholars believe that the story was taught to children as survival lore, to be remembered in case of famine, flight, or early separation. One-third of the seeds were gathered at harvest and placed in an underground vault. Thus Demeter’s “slim-ankled” daughter Persephone is snatched from the fields and shoved “into the misty gloom” at a time when the narcissus flowers are blooming (late winter). Persephone, trapped in the underworld, stays preserved there, pining for her family. She waits months for rescue: “For so long hope charmed her strong mind despite her distress. The mountain peaks and the depths of the sea echoed in response to her divine voice.” Wheat kernels in seed vaults can be preserved for many months in vitro without “spoiling,” that is, without either growing into wheat plants or serving as a host for bacteria and yeast. If wheat kernels in their adolescent, Persephone-like form remain tightly sealed and thus untouched by yeast, they can be transported and planted the next season, in either spring or fall.3 Saving grain for the next season is just as important, for long-term survival, as harvesting, grinding, and baking.


How does the remaining amount of raw grain become food? With the hymn of Demeter as our guide, we learn that the kernel must be dried with fire for nine days (Demeter searches for her daughter with a torch and does not bathe her skin in water). The heat allows the outer hull to be removed (Demeter doffs her dark cloak). The kernel is set by the family hearth (in the household of Metaneira). Then the kernels are mixed with water, barley, and pennywater (Demeter asks the family for this drink). This would provide enough yeast to start the process. At this point wild fungi and bacteria do the seemingly magical, invisible work of saccharification. At a microscopic level, the two microbes digest the wheat’s starch and cellulose, expelling simple sugars. As the fungi breathes out carbon dioxide, the product rises. Once risen, the mush can then be heated and fed to children to make them grow strong. In the fable, Metaneira is too old to nurse her infant son, and so Demeter feeds the boy with this miraculous product. Because the yeast is still alive in bread, the leftovers, stored in a closed vessel for a few days, yield beer or kvass, an important source of calories for peasants and farmers.


Persephone’s ability to stay preserved in a jar or sack made a long-distance trade in grain possible. Traders moved in caravans of a hundred carts lashed together, each laden with a ton of goods: fish and salt for the trip north, leather and grain for the journey south. One of those black paths led all the way north and west to the Black Forest in what is now the German state of Baden-Württemberg. Traders occasionally rode on navigable stretches of the Dniester River to save time and energy. Beside these paths lay ancient kurgans—burial mounds for these ancient travelers when their traveling was done.


The black paths, according to Ukrainian legend, were formed by a band of ancient warrior-merchants, predecessors of the Cossacks, called the chumaki (Turkish for “stick” or “spear”). Two oxen pulled each cart, and the chumaki walked beside them. When attacked by roving bands of horsemen—Avars, Khazars, Haidamaki, or Tatars—the chumaki gathered in a circle, spears out. The chumaki had distinctive stories, sorrow songs, signaling horns, and burial rituals. The Ukrainian name for the Milky Way—the long band of stars that moves over us at night—is Chumatski Way. The chumak, depicted as a man in chumaki songs, sang as he traveled and sang when he returned home:




By the river along the shore


Walked a chumak with his whip,


Hey-hey!


Home from the Don.


A sack on his back


And a patched-up caftan—


Hey-hey!


I’ve had enough of chumaking.


…


“If I fail to find destiny,


I’ll go to the publican’s tavern,


Hey-hey, and forget my trouble!”4





Ukrainian folklorists have long claimed that the chumaki are older than the ancient world. According to folklorist Ivan Rudchenko, who interviewed them in the 1860s, the chumaki came before “class society,” before “civilization,” even before “homelands.” For untold centuries, he was told, the chumaki used oxen to find destiny, hauling wheat from farming towns on the Ukrainian plains to stone fortresses that dotted the northern coast of the Black Sea. Empires rose and fell—Persian, Athenian, Roman, Byzantine, Mongol, Venetian, Genoese, Ottoman—trying to get their hands on chumaki grain. Along with leather, lead, and slaves, the chumaki filled the Black Sea fortresses with grain.5 The paths waxed and waned as human settlement was wiped off the plains multiple times.


Geographers, by comparison, loved the paths but ignored the traders. They argued that empires came first, believing them to be defined by their control of trade lines, usually rivers or oceans. Between around 2270 and 1600 BC, “potamic” (river-based) states controlled a river or rivers and drew grain as tribute from nearby. The Akkadian Empire, in what is now Iraq, Kuwait, and southwestern Iran, drew grain from farmlands up and down the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers. The Egyptian Empire collected grain from farmers along the Nile. By the third century BC, new “thalassic” (ocean-based) empires had emerged. The Mauryan Empire on the Indian subcontinent collected food on the Arabian Sea and the Bay of Bengal; the Han demanded grain from farmlands in the west but also took food from farmers across the East China Sea; Athenians took farms in Italy and western Turkey and along the Black Sea coast.6 An empire was a grain pump: grain traveled inward from an empire’s “inner ring” of farmland to feed capital cities; grain also spread outward to land and water frontiers where it fed far-flung sailors and soldiers. Absorbing food from the inner ring, the city center repaid chumaki traders with cloth, wine, and leather goods.7


Historians, like geographers, have long treated grain ports, like those on the Black Sea, as the children of thalassic empires, with chumaki as their worker bees. The ancient Greek word for such a provisioning port is emporion, the source of the word “empire.” Port traders in these emporia specialized in gathering, drying, and storing food for shipment. Grain came as trade, tribute, and tax to the emporia to feed the arms of an empire, its armies. In the historian’s imagination the Roman Empire built trade in western Europe, for example, with Roman roads, mileposts, and armies. There was no China, the story goes, until Han canals fused the region into a single domain of trade. New archaeological evidence suggests that the folklorists have it right and that the black paths are prehistoric, nearly as old as bread itself. The proof that trade pathways were ancient is a tiny bacillus that traveled inside chumaki traders’ bodies: Yersinia pestis. This is the bacillus that causes what we now call plague but which Slavs called chuma. The chuma crossed these plains many times, each time riding on trading paths, each time decimating human populations in the towns where grain was gathered and stored. Chuma rode with the chumaki.


The first appearance of Y. pestis was a prehistoric plague that struck in roughly 2800 BC, centuries before any river-ruling empire existed. In 2019 archaeologists traced the oldest extant Y. pestis, found in human molars, to Trypillia, a Copper Age city about three hundred miles north of Odessa. From Trypillia the plague must have followed black paths west, south, and east. Within five hundred years it had killed humans from China to Sweden. We only know about these Copper Age trade routes because the bacillus evolved as it traveled, and it traveled distances too great to be explained by migration or war. Using genome-wide next-generation sequencing, geneticists can now trace the movement of millions of humans over thousands of years using only a few hundred DNA samples.8 Any large-scale movement of people over long distances will show up as genetic drift. Genetic-drift analysis for this period suggests that no human traveled even a fraction of the distance between China and Sweden between 2800 and 2300 BC. Yet trade between thousands of chumaki-like traders, inadvertently carrying the bacillus from town to town, must have brought the pestis into millions of households across the world.


In fact, trade by people like the chumaki may be how agriculture started. Anthropologists who study the origin of farming around 10,000 BC have suggested that grain growing originated in moist habitats—near springs or lakes—that travelers found between areas of scarce, valuable resources, such as obsidian or seashells. Prehistoric travelers would drop seeds in these “settlement cells” and return the next season, cutting the grain and grinding it for food before moving on. The first wheat “farmers” may in fact have been travelers or traders who, after decades of migration, stayed behind in these way stations. Over time, apparently, settled communities gathered at these stopping points.


It is easy to view traders as leeches who profit from the work of others. That is certainly how the Russian tsars viewed Odessa’s Jews who arranged delivery of grain onto ships. But the trading and dropping of seeds may actually be the world’s oldest profession, and farms, towns, states, empires, and armies are the beneficiaries of the bounty that planetary traders scattered beneath their feet.9


While we can only guess at mortality figures for ancient strains of Yersinia, the strain that left Trypillia in 2800 BC and traveled the black paths did so at roughly the same time that, DNA records suggest, human populations around the world plummeted in what is called the Neolithic decline. After this Neolithic decline, empires sprouted along the pathways. Centuries later the city-state of Uruk fell to the Akkadians, who developed one of the world’s first empires in what is now mostly Iraq.


How would empires emerge along trading lines? We lack written evidence. Perhaps a local warlord found an existing crossroads between paths and demanded payment for passage. Perhaps a group of traders blocked competitors, then bound themselves by pledges into military households. Perhaps a group of armed traders took advantage of weakened city-states to assert their control. Trading networks apparently came first, then Y. pestis, and then, perhaps in the devastation, soldiers who claimed multiple crossroads and nearby farming towns. An empire could establish a protection racket along chumaki pathways and in a few generations assume the mantle of imperial rule.10


If we think of the paths from the perspective of the chumaki, the laboring people whose oxen first brought the world together, empires did not create trade but slowed, bounded, and taxed it. Empires, for their part, claimed to police and protect trade. Indeed, imperial origin stories often emphasize their capacity to drive out competing tax agents (commonly called robbers, highwaymen, or pirates). Thus Thomas Carlyle, in extolling the growing empire of Frederick the Great, argued that his greatness came from defeating the robbers that demanded tribute for trade over the Rhine River and were ruining Germany. “Such Princes, big and little, each wrenching off for himself what lay loosest and handiest to him, found [robbery] a stirring game, and not so much amiss.”11 The heroic Frederick the Great replaced local robbery with an even more stirring game: taxing robbers.


For their own benefit emperors might cheapen trade by forcing imperial subjects to improve roads, build milestones and lighthouses, and deepen ports. In improving prehistoric trade routes between towns, an empire could decrease the price of what I will call, using an obsolete medieval term, “tollage,” a travel cost measured in pennies per ton per mile.12 This was simultaneously a measure of cost, weight, and distance. Absolutist states turned rivers into canals and built roads across rivers. Decreasing tollage centralized imperial authority and quickened trade.


The efficiency of black paths—the blood vessels for traded food—is no small matter. The United Nations and World Bank measure the density of every country’s traffic in ton-kilometers (tkm). In the 2020s, for example, a country’s tkm multiplied by 650 will give you a close approximation of that country’s gross domestic product (GDP) in US dollars. The connection between GDP and tkm works in both directions. GDP growth apparently fuels demand for improving the black paths that become roads, while improving black paths increases GDP. When it comes to a society’s economic well-being, the black paths are everything. Both the World Bank and the United Nations emphasize that cheapening the efficiency of these paths (in cents per tkm) can accelerate a nation’s production. The more efficient the black paths, the more a country, village, empire, or town can assemble products together for further processing and trade.13


Empires imposed a tax on black paths, as did disease. Bacilli like Y. pestis hijacked black paths repeatedly after 2800 BC. In bringing devastation they were, in a way, a natural tax on trade. In the Bible, John of Patmos’s vision in the book of Revelation (written around AD 95) gives us a memorable metaphor for how pestilence traveled along the paths. The prophet John describes the apocalypse coming with four riders. The rider on the white horse “went forth conquering”; the man on the red horse took away “peace from the earth”; the one on the black horse took advantage, selling only “a measure of wheat” but demanding an exorbitant penny for it; and finally, the rider on the pale horse brought death. Y. pestis, reproducing and feeding on the bodies of riders, surely brought all four when chumaki brought pest-infected trade goods into settlements. After the Neolithic collapse, humans abandoned these plains for centuries, then slowly repopulated them. Humans returned, black paths connected them again, and empires rose to thrive on the bounty. The bread pathways constantly surged underneath, sustaining the empires but also carrying the forces of their own collapse. What brought humans back to these plains was the fading of memory and the promise of sharing bread.


As empires grew along trading paths, they absorbed and adapted the mysteries of grain and yeast. Women and men in the Roman Empire took the Greek myths of Demeter and Persephone and forged them into the Eleusinian mysteries—rituals for initiation into the cult of Demeter and Persephone, a cult built around knowledge of grain and fungus, life and food. Actors depicted the mysteries in rituals performed in underground theaters for those who swore not to reveal the cult’s secrets. By that point Roman matrons and priests had turned the Greek goddess Demeter into the Roman goddess Ceres. Her cult seems to have been similarly practical—something like a college class in wheat storage, cultivation, fermentation, and baking preserved in imperial ritual. In Egypt the cult of Nepri likewise served as a combination of legend, planting guide, and cookbook but also as justification for control by imperial elites. In Russia and Ukraine the Slavic god of spring, Jarilo, was (like Persephone) preserved for a time in a coffin, then buried in the soil. People should copulate in the fields, in more than a few legends, to seal the deal with the gods and thus lead the wheat plants to fruit.14


But if the preservation, storage, and heating of a yeasty bun is impossibly ancient, it was also wickedly expensive in terms of the resources brought together. We can divide the process into three parts. Part one was planting and harvesting on an open plain. Part two was storing and shipping to bread eaters, the emporium part. Part three was cracking, separating, and winnowing into flour, mixing with yeast and water, then rising and baking. Cities often did that part. Of course, armies on the move could harvest, crack, and bake grain as bread. Roman soldiers carried scythes along with their swords for impromptu taxation.15 For at least fifty centuries, considerable human labor was devoted to part two: carrying grain from dry, flat places where wheat grew best to spots that had stone, leather, clay, or salt where it was most easily prepared. Empires emerged to engross and centralize part two, feasting on the networks that bonded farming towns together, inserting their own justifications for sovereignty into myths older than the empires themselves.16


Though empires come and go, the technologies of grain planting, collection, storage, and conversion to food remain as their deepest fundaments. The grain pathways connecting humans are older than written words, so deep and hard to see that they are almost invisible. But for people accustomed to watching grain move—grain traders, in particular—they are the ancient man-made circulatory system that makes civilization possible. When the paths are diverted or blocked, the horrea will be quickly emptied. Laws, armies, kings, and the marble columns sustaining them will crumble. We can only mourn the passing of grain like Demeter crying for her lost Persephone.


Looking at my maps, I could see the black paths but not how these lines could build up or destroy empires. To do that, I needed to follow the paths into deep water. I understood that Odessa could not have existed without the weakening of the imperial city at the gates of the Bosporus. It was first called Byzantium, then Constantinople, then Istanbul. In 1896, Parvus said that this city had been at the center of the world’s trade for thousands of years, and its weakness had made Odessa great. How, I wondered, was that possible?17

















Two



THE GATES OF CONSTANTINOPLE


800 BC–AD 1758


IN THE EIGHTH century BC, Ionian Greek traders established stone trading posts that extended all the way to the northern side of the Black Sea. From each post they collected a thousand or more sacks of grain and loaded them onto massive ships bound for the granaries of Rhodes and Athens. The foreign grain would feed those cities along with Sparta, Pylos, Mycenae, and Thebes. Throughout the century a new elite, the aristoi, emerged who made their wealth from trade with the Greek cities. Their banquets were legendary, but they were not well loved. Greek odes recalling a lost golden age attacked the aristoi for their wealth, their outsized influence, and their corruption of Greek cities.


In response to criticism, the aristoi paid poets, singers, and storytellers to spin stories of their wily trading, clever deals, loneliness, and bold adventuring. The legacy of their grain expeditions were adventure tales, including The Iliad and The Odyssey. While the puffed-up fables of their spectacular conflicts with hydras and sirens on the Black Sea were memorable, the grain traders’ burdens were rather more prosaic. The greatest burden on the Black Sea was a tyrannical tax. To feed Greek cities, every year the ships of the aristoi had to pass through the mile-wide Bosporus Strait and the nearby Dardanelles. The “tyrants on the Bosporus,” as one of Aristotle’s students called the rulers of Byzantium, controlled the aristoi’s gateway to life-giving Black Sea grain. Throughout history the tyrants used derelict ships, iron chains, and Greek fire to block grain traders who tried to rush the gates. Stand and deliver, said the highwayman at the crossroads, and so said the tyrants who ruled Byzantium.1


The aristoi long resented Byzantium’s monopoly control of this low-friction corridor that separated Greece from its grain. Using pinch points in the trade for grain is, like bread and the chumaki, older than recorded history. According to one fable, an oracle had told Byzas, son of the water god Poseidon, to settle on the narrow strait of the Bosporus that connected the Black Sea to the Mediterranean. Byzas built Byzantium on the hill that overlooked the Bosporus so that he could dominate waterborne trade between East and West. Over the centuries Persians, Spartans, Athenians, and Romans captured the city whose markets and bazaars gathered together the goods of an ancient world economy that stretched from France to China. Byzantium was a city that taxed but also a city of trade, a meeting point for leather, spices, silk, wine, and grain. In the ancient world, the second phase of the grain-to-food pathway—the gathering and shipping—could stretch hundreds of miles and demand considerable energy.


By the fifth century BC, the “ten thousander” ships of the aristoi could carry about ten thousand sacks of grain (roughly four hundred tons) from the Mediterranean to the Black Sea. They used both square sails and galley slaves who stood two and three abreast on each oar, hauling grain from the stone ports on the Black Sea to hungry ancient cities on the Greek peninsula and its many islands. In the centuries that followed, the Persians, Macedonians, and Romans copied these ships, but they never matched their size. The last ten thousander owned by one of the aristoi must have sailed through the Bosporus before AD 300. Ships that large would not regularly travel any ocean in the world until the Spanish galleons of the sixteenth century.2


For the aristoi in the loosely organized Athenian Empire, grain represented wealth: concentrated and dried calories, the crucial raw material that fed cities and armies. Grain collection at Rhodes paid for a famous statue, the Colossus of Rhodes, one of the ancient wonders of the world. We know that wealthy grain merchants probably paid for the original statue because when it collapsed in an earthquake, the city solicited Greek grain traders to rebuild it.3


Two hundred years after the first ten thousander passed through the gates of Byzantium, in the third century BC, the Romans defeated the Hellenistic kingdoms, taking the Greek islands and peninsula, and by 129 BC the Romans could in turn draw tribute from the city of tyrants. But the Greeks, to paraphrase Horace, also captured her uncivilized conquerors by bringing skills to rustic Rome.4 When the Romans captured Byzantium, they sacked the stone ports on the Black Sea and rebuilt them, while adopting the mysterious Greek techniques of grain gathering, drying, and storing.5


Romans called Byzantium “the eye of the Universe.” Recognizing its unique power and position, they built aqueducts into the city and extended roads to it, including the Via Appia and the Via Egnatia. The roads expanded Byzantium’s reach, giving it access to the Aegean, Ionian, and Adriatic Seas. At around the same time the massive grain ships of the aristoi disappeared from archaeological records, perhaps because Roman roads diminished the power of waterways or because smaller ships were required on the shorter route from the Black Sea to Byzantium.


In AD 324, after the Roman caesar Constantine defeated his rivals and declared himself emperor, he relocated the Roman Empire’s imperial capital to Byzas’s hill, the safe and defensible pinch point that could command the fruits of Europe, Asia, and Africa. In AD 330, Constantine planted a column—Cemberlitas—at the forum in Byzantium, rededicated Byzantium as New Rome, and invited wealthy and well-connected families throughout the old Roman Empire to settle there. At some point later it became Constantinople, in Constantine’s honor. Traders from the Black and Aegean Seas delivered grain to horrea, massive grain banks large enough to feed citizens during long sieges by rival empires.6


These granaries of the Greek, Roman, and Byzantine empires were the predecessors of modern banks.7 Elite citizens made deposits and withdrawals of grain by wheelbarrow. Individual vaults in a horreum stored valuables, just as safety-deposit boxes do in many downtown banks today. A receipt for grain stored in the horreum could be bought or sold, used as collateral for contracts, or seized in cases of debt. These grain receipts collectively became what we now call money.8 On the edge of two oceans, the voracious, grain-eating port of Constantinople stood as the crossroads for much of Eurasia’s trade. As Byzantine princess Anna Komnene later described it, the empire commanded “the two pillars at the limits of east and west.” The western pillars of Hercules in southern Spain are now called the Strait of Gibraltar. The pillars of Dionysus in western India may be the Strait of Hormuz.9 Rome’s empire reached across this route, but the prehistoric trade that made it possible long predated aristoi, Greece, Persia, Macedonia, or Rome.


When Constantinople became the Roman capital after 330, Greek merchants—familiar with the pathways—fed the city from the Black Sea as their ancestors had fed Rome and Athens before it. They referred to Constantinople as “the City” and called its granaries Lamia, referencing a massive, mythological shark, to describe the empire’s voracious appetite for wheat.10 To satisfy it, the Eastern Roman Empire’s soldiers erected more trading fortresses on the Black Sea, including Chersonesus, Pantipacaeum, Phanagoria, and Berezan. Grain pathways on the Black Sea and the Mediterranean fed Constantinople for over a thousand years, from before 300 to 1453. The imperial city’s wealth rose and fell as the black paths converging on the Bosporus expanded and contracted.


During that centuries-long reign, Yersinia pestis struck again. Twice it changed the course of the grain trade and thus the course of history. One strain emerged in 541 and another in 1347. Each strain reached Constantinople, then spread outward. Trading lines tangled and tore, bringing fundamental changes to planting, harvesting, and eating practices for tens of thousands of miles in every direction. Empires shrank down to baronies in Europe, and new empires came to the fore in the Middle East, though the city on the Bosporus survived them all.


In 541, the Plague of Justinian brought an end to the ancient world. The four horsemen had returned, carrying a newly evolved Yersinia, and ushered in the Middle Ages in Europe and the Middle East. According to the first complete literary account, written in Constantinople, Yersinia started south and west of the Black Sea, near Alexandria. For the Byzantine Empire, the apocalypse that ended the ancient world came not by oxcart or horse but by ship, riding in the stomachs of black rats, ship captains, and galley slaves who pulled the ships into the Golden Horn, the city’s natural inlet and port.


The grain emporia that had been the nodes for the empire’s food circulation became nodes for infection. Beginning at the docks, the plague quickly overwhelmed the city. Refugees carried the plague on the improved roads and water routes that stretched from the empire’s seaports to farming towns in every direction. We can only guess at the mortality rate. In Constantinople, firsthand accounts suggest that five thousand people died per day in the city in 542 and that the mortality peaked at ten thousand in the final days, though many historians dispute these numbers. So few people were left to bury the dead, according to one account, that Emperor Justinian’s subordinate, the referendarius, had the roof removed from one of the city’s defensive towers, the bodies dropped inside, and then the roof replaced to prevent further contagion. Within two years Yersinia had leaped from the center of the ancient world economy to its edges, reaching from Ireland to Manchuria. Waterborne trade between East and West diminished again, and grain ships and agricultural settlements were abandoned. The steppe became again a flat table of feather grass at the end of the ancient period, visited by herdsmen for a season or two. Horsemen in mobile empires spilled across the plains in spectacular raids: Huns and Avars, later Khazars and Mongols.11


Justinian’s Plague depopulated trading cities along the coast of the Mediterranean and Black Seas, briefly forced Europeans to revert to a barter economy, and contributed to the growth of insular monasteries. The plague apparently benefited new medieval dynasties that grabbed ancient land pathways. These post-Justinian grain gatherers included the Capetians in the West, the Persians and the Abbasids in the East.12 Over the next 450 years, Islamic empires—Umayyad, Abbasid, and Almohad—stretched over much of the same East-West expanse as the Byzantines had, renaming the pillars of Hercules as Jabal-al-Tariq (Gibraltar).13 What the Roman Empire called the pillars of Dionysus probably became the trading city of Hormuz.14 But now much of that trade came overland on the backs of plague-resistant camels. Plague-bearing rats could ride almost invisibly over long distances inside wooden ships and oxcarts. But a desert journey in sacks and the chance of exposure in the caravanserai that awaited traders at twenty-five-mile intervals would have acted as a brake on Yersinia’s transmission.


At the same time a new kind of grain-bread-state structure emerged on the northern and western part of the Black Sea after 541. Peasants built closely connected, partially underground, family-sized buildings with stone hearths in the corner. Their organization is what we would call medieval: a dozen or so buildings surrounded a larger one with communal ovens and clay pans. Gathering, collecting, and cooking bread took place in metafamily groups of roughly thirty or more people, much smaller than the prehistoric city-states or the far-flung thalassic empires of Emperor Constantine’s day. Knowledge about the mysteries of grain—drying and delivery—shrank considerably with the depopulation that came with plague. With less food to share, the planting and harvesting part became more critical. Innovations like the flail, the plow, and three-field rotation made these smaller, land-based grain-growing units more self-sustaining; Yersinia’s decades-long infestation of waterborne trade routes may have made these medieval fiefs necessary.15


Medieval grain growers on the Black Sea became even more important to Constantinople when plague contributed to its loss of colonies in the eastern Mediterranean and Egypt in the 600s. Constantinople thus tightened its hold on the Slavs, who, as a result, alternately admired and despised the Byzantine Empire in Constantinople, which, while it often ignored the people north of the Black Sea, could nonetheless pinch off their passage to the western ocean. The city on the Bosporus also faced a Bulgarian Empire that gobbled up Byzantine grain pathways on the western half of the Black Sea. The grain producers’ threat to Constantinople waxed and waned. In 907, Prince Oleg of the Rus laid siege to Constantinople. He allegedly got close enough to nail his shield to its gates. A legend arose inside the city that the Byzantine emperor used pieces of the Virgin Mary’s gown to repel the invaders. Shortly after the Rus were defeated, the Byzantines celebrated by commissioning a mosaic at the Hagia Sophia, the largest temple in the Western world, pledging church and city to Mary’s protection.16


Its empire nearly broken in the west and narrowly saved in the north and east, the Byzantines extended their influence northward to these Slavic communities by sending missionaries like Cyril and Methodius back in the boats that brought Constantinople its life-giving grain. By spreading Christian gospels, advice manuals, and lives of the Byzantine saints along with Cyrillic writing, the Byzantines imposed patterns of religion, culture, and governance on the far-flung regions of their empire. Grain flowed along pathways of trade. Cultural ideas and practices flowed back. Slavic princes slowly converted to Orthodox Christianity, emulating and adapting Constantinople’s religious rituals of possession and control. Icons, draperies, and clothing in Kiev and Moscow mirrored Byzantine styles.17


Medieval western Europe, often cut off from regular trade with the East after 542, changed drastically. Just as bread made prehistoric fables and fed ancient empires, it increasingly defined medieval serfdom as lordship over smaller communities by bread-making masters. Formal slavery declined in Eurasia after the Plague of Justinian, though historians hotly debate whether that was a result of the plague. Aristocratic landlords derived their control in part by monopolizing grain milling and distribution, just as the kings of ancient empires had done, but on a much smaller scale. In medieval England, for example, the word “lord” comes from hlāford, meaning “loaf-ward”: the person who guards the loaves distributed from the medieval mill and bakery. The word “lady” derives from hlǣfdīge, meaning “loaf-kneader”: a maker of loaves. In part because the communal bakery turned wheat or rye into bread, controlling the loaf meant controlling people.


The outer boundary of a ruling family’s manor house—including bakery, mill, and fields—was called in old English the soke. The soke defined where a lord could “seek” out subjects to investigate complaints, all for the lord’s “sake.” Men legally bound to the space were his “sokemen.” Those who escaped the lord’s justice were out of his laws (“outlaws”) and thus “forsaken.” Control of mill and bakery, then, entailed control not just of grain and yeast but also of people, their labor, the lord’s laws, and the homes that surrounded the bread-making hearth. The ritual of bread making, delivery, and consumption defined the lord, the land, and the people.


Western European and Slavic feudalism differed in many small ways, but both derived their rituals from a common Christian practice in which men, women, and children took bread—the body of the savior—at a common table from a man who called himself their lord. Christ’s torture, death, placement in a tomb, and resurrection, too, became deeply bound up with the rituals of the grinding, resting, and magical rising of bread after saccharification.18 In other words, the feudal power of bread delivery reenacted the gospels, reaffirmed a lord’s power, and yet appeared as natural as eating. That said, bread’s day-to-day form for feudal subjects was not a loaf or wafer but a pottage or stew composed mostly of leavened grain sprinkled with small amounts of turnips, cabbage, fish, and salt.19 We have few documents for early medieval Slavic communities, but hundreds of years later the domostroi, a 1550s Russian instruction manual for nobility, described in detail how to manage a manorial bread-making community: which servants got served when and in what quantities, how to store food, and how the boyar, or lord, of the medieval Slavic household should instruct his steward to serve his bread.


In Europe, the centuries between 541 and 1100 were the age of the so-called robber barons. Constantinople used its pinch point across the Bosporus Strait to tax incoming vessels. Likewise, the barons built gates with guarded castles at the narrowest points of low-friction trading corridors in western Europe, like the Rhine, the Danube, and the Thames. From these castles they taxed grain and other goods that river traders brought between towns.


After 1100 the Hanseatic League emerged along the Baltic and North Seas. Organized as military trading companies of young, unmarried men, the league drove away robber barons along with Viking raiders and highwaymen who interfered with their trade along the rivers and between their ports. Rye and wheat traveled under their care between Poland and ports in northern Europe. The league’s secretive, oath-bound agents made fortunes buying and selling rye and grain in times of famine, though the total quantity of grain shipped was modest by the standards of the aristoi. Hanseatic goods stayed locked in sealed-off port districts on the edges of Prussian, English, Swedish, and Dutch towns. By the sixteenth century the league fell, to be replaced by Russian-speaking English traders who kept estates in Saint Petersburg and brought rye and wheat for sale on London’s Baltic Exchange.


In time, absolutist states in Europe grew by breaking the power of inland robber barons. They improved trading pathways, widening rivers, arming traders, and starving fortresses into submission. South of Constantinople, the caliphs chosen by the Prophet Muhammad expanded east and west in the area previously controlled by Constantine. By 1300 the caliphs had built a long, efficient, and relatively safe southerly route between Byzantium’s eastern and western gates. Sugar cultivation and plantation slavery accompanied the expansion of these new Islamic empires.


Then, in 1347, the four horsemen appeared again, heralding the return of Yersinia. The bacillus probably came from the eastern steppe over the Silk Roads that stretched across the Mongol World Empire into the khanate of the Golden Horde. Yersinia’s first documented arrival from this route was in the Black Sea emporium of Caffa. According to legend, Mongols besieging the emporium became infected with plague. They then allegedly used catapults to launch infected corpses over the city gates.20 While there are reasons to doubt the story, new genetic evidence suggests that the plague’s expansion from Central Asia onto the steppes as early as the 1200s may have helped the Mongol Empire’s expansion east and west from what is now Mongolia.21 The plague started overland but found access to water by 1340. Genoese and Venetian traders had by this time established long-distance sea routes from the Black Sea to the Mediterranean, as chartered agents of Constantinople. Along with grain and slaves, traders again brought plague through the gates of Constantinople to western Europe.


Historians have called these Genoese and Venetian traders the first capitalists.22 As authorized agents of the Byzantines between eastern and western ports, and as competitors with the Islamic empires in the south, they combined the technologies of both trading corridors. Early in the fourteenth century they blended ancient Roman and more recent Islamic traditions, including Arabic numerals and legal agreements, to craft private bills of exchange. Using advances from Islamic algebra, these capitalist traders helped to develop and define double-entry bookkeeping. The first European central bank, the Camera del Frumento in Venice, purchased grain from ports along the Black Sea, then resold it to cities on the Mediterranean. Merchants borrowed from local citizens by drafting bills of exchange in banks with a promise to pay in ninety or more days when the ships came in. These bills of exchange were private credit instruments, guaranteed by the name of the trader, which any citizen could buy. A bill of exchange increased in value between the time it was issued and when the ship came in, allowing it to act as a privately issued, appreciating currency.


The bill of exchange was a physical symbol of a deal not yet consummated, charting the invisible route between ports. Wealthy landowners and traders with extra wealth bought bills of exchange because they were small, easy to store, appreciated in value, and could be quickly sold to someone else if hard currency was needed. As a representation of grain and other goods in transit, it named the port that a shipment came from and the port it was bound for, along with the traders involved and the bank that would make final payment.23


Y. pestis colonized these far-reaching Genoese and Venetian pathways, growing and spreading inside the bodies of black rats, snug under the decks of grain ships that ventured from port to port. Fully infected ships drifted into European ports, their captains and galley slaves sickened or dead. Grain ships had become “plague ships.” Humans, rats, fleas, and the Y. pestis inside them traveled as far north as Ireland. Again Y. pestis devastated Eurasia, taking roughly twenty-five million people in Europe alone, perhaps a third of Europe’s population. It stayed for two hundred years, erupting in smaller plagues, until a combination of harsh winters and new trade regulations limited its spread. Eventually ports imposed quarantine: ships were forced to wait forty days before unloading. (Quarantena is a corruption of the Latin word for “forty.”) We now know that forty days was long enough for infected grain rats to die, along with their fleas, and for the feces to have dried enough to kill the last Yersinia on the ship. The solution was not well understood, but trial and error ensured that quarantine would hinder the transit of plague from ship to city. After quarantines were established to stop the plague, the Byzantine Empire held onto Constantinople, the gates of the Black Sea, for nearly a hundred years, though at times it could scarcely feed its soldiers and citizens.


Another candidate for control of the gates of Constantinople waited in the wings. The Ottoman Turks comprised an Islamic emirate that had assembled itself from farmers, traders, and horsemen in Anatolia in 1299. After establishing a capital at Bursa south and east of Constantinople, they expanded in part by serving as a mercenary army for a war between two competing regencies in the capital city in the 1340s and again in the 1350s. With each military victory the emirate acquired more territory. Over the next hundred years, the Ottoman Turks seized one Byzantine port after another on both the Black Sea and the Mediterranean, on both the Asian and the European sides of the city. Then, in 1451, Ottoman sultan Mehmed II found the pinch point that would fully destroy the Byzantine grain monopoly and the empire that straddled it. He located another spot across the Bosporus as narrow as Constantinople’s, the site of an abandoned Roman fortress a few miles north of “the City.” Within months his army had built a new fortress (Rumeli Hisari), which Mehmed called Boğazkesen, meaning “strait cutter.” It also means, not coincidentally, “throat cutter.” Using this fortress and another on the Asian side, he blocked all Black Sea vessels from delivering grain to Constantinople.


In 1453 the Byzantine Empire, increasingly starved of its grain-exporting fortresses, collapsed in a titanic battle with the Ottoman Turks. The invaders moved ships over greased wooden rollers into the port at the Great Horn, then breached the city’s walls with cannon. The Ottomans built a new empire on the fallen city, renaming Constantinople as Istanbul (probably from the Arabic for “to the City”). Just like the Greeks and Romans before them, they kept the city’s immense granaries and built new fortresses on the Black Sea for collecting grain to feed a new empire’s soldiers and citizens.


Thus, if we look at the world from the gates of Constantinople, the trading paths came first and successful empires simply straddled them. Athenian, Persian, and Roman empires did not build grain pathways but rather taxed them and tried to extend them. The Ottoman and Russian empires grew along those same paths by seizing or co-opting medieval sokes, fiefs, families, and noble houses.


If the route to grain was vital, the grain itself was the prize. Between 541 and 1347, control of bread became baked into the laws of medieval European, North African, and Arabian empires that surrounded the Bosporus Strait. Kings, queens, aristocrats, sultans, and tsars built their power on grain, regulating the size of loaves and carefully controlling grain and the boundaries where it was grown. As late as 1835, bakers in Britain remained public employees paid by the state for each loaf of bread they produced. The same was true in Istanbul, where the nan-i ‘aziz, or standard loaf, weighed exactly 110 dirhem (just over thirteen ounces). If a baker’s loaf weighed less, a market inspector might instruct local police to parade him through the streets or, after multiple offenses, nail his ear to the door of his shop.24


Control of grain did not just come from monarchs. Workers in towns from Cork in Ireland to port cities on the Yellow Sea enforced what they considered a “just price” for bread from the imperial bakeries. Deviations from the norm by bakers led to citywide protest, violence, and even revolutions. Empires’ unstable hold on power meant controlling the harvest, controlling mills, and controlling bakers. High bread prices in cities could lead to revolution: bread riots preceded imperial collapse in Constantinople in 1453, in Paris in 1789, and again in Istanbul with the downfall of the Ottoman sultan Selim III in 1807.


And just like a combination of fungus and flour, modern empires rose, thriving on the policing of bread. As Britain’s cities grew after 1600, the British Empire extended its bread regime across the sea to Ireland, subsidizing Protestant landowners (called “Undertakers”) to establish “plantations” to plant, dry, and transport grain. Imperially subsidized fleets of ships gathered the grain from English emporia established in Dublin and Cork. In their rocky sheds, Irish agriculturalists grew and cooked potatoes for themselves, while sending the bounty of Irish plantations—flour, beef, and butter—to feed Bristol, Liverpool, and London and its urban classes. Britain, like its imperial predecessors, built an empire that depended on grain that came from what historians call the empire’s “inner ring.”25


Contests between empires, too, relied on bread making. After the Ottomans seized the granaries and bakeries of Constantinople in 1453—renaming it Istanbul—Russia, under Ivan the Great (1440–1505), imagined a centuries-long struggle to take the city on the Bosporus from them. Russia, according to Ivan’s plan, would erect a thalassic empire to control two oceans: the Black Sea to the south and the Baltic Sea to the north and west. With grain for armies gathered at southern ports along the coast, Russia would recapture “the City,” Istanbul, and build a third Rome there. In 1472, Ivan sought out Sophia, niece of deposed emperor Constantine XI, proposed marriage, and then chose the double-headed eagle (Byzantium’s symbol) as Russia’s imperial crest. The rulers assumed the name tsar—caesar in Russian. For four centuries the tsars meticulously planned their assault on Istanbul, giving the city a new aspirational title of Tsargrad: city of the tsar. Among the places they needed to control was the area that is now western Ukraine but was then southern Poland.


In this area, a hundred miles north and west of Odessa, the dry steppes meet the forest. Flat and wet, with deep black soil, it is one of the best spots on the planet to grow grain. The western portion, called Podolia, was, according to early nineteenth-century Ottoman court chronicler Mehmet Esad Efendi, “fertile soil, watered by an infinity of rivers.”26 In Podolia and the neighboring district of Kiev, wheat and rye grew easily in the dark soil on flat, black loam called chernozem. Proximity to trees in Podolia meant that houses, boats, and carts could be built locally. If we imagine the chernozem belt as a spread eagle, the western wing starts at Podolia, the head reaches as far north as Riazan, and the eastern wing reaches to Orenburg. The body extends all the way across the northern reaches of the Black Sea with a western foot in Crimea and an eastern foot reaching to Terek, between the Black and Caspian Seas. Beginning as early as the fifth century BC, cultivated wheat in this vast region broke up into “landraces,” regional varieties adapted to particular mixtures of climate, soil, and moisture levels. Rye, originally a weed that grew up alongside wheat, also diverged into subspecies. Suited to colder climates, it grew more readily north of the eagle.


When the Ottomans took over Constantinople in 1453, they had nominal control of Podolia but shortly lost it to Polish and Russian princes who warred over the bread lands on those rivers. While the princes put their names in chronicles, farmers north of the Black Sea did the more vital work over the centuries, seeking and recombining nearby strains of wheat to suit the weather. We have little worthwhile from the princes, but the thousands of unremembered farmers left us something much more vital for humanity’s long-term survival: dozens of varieties of wheat suited to dozens of microclimates and seasons. The later settlement of western Canada, the northern United States, Argentina, and Australia would have been impossible without the many landrace strains of wheat that developed over centuries in this region.27


From 1455 to the 1560s, often using loans from Dutch merchants, the Polish Empire briefly dominated the wheat and rye fields of Podolia. This was the western edge of the eagle’s wingspan on the western, or “right bank,” of the Dniester River.28 Borrowing from the capitalist playbook of the Venetians, Dutch merchants lent Polish nobles the resources they required. Some rye and wheat harvested from these estates still went south on chumaki caravans to Black Sea ports and fed Istanbul. But most grain after the Ottoman takeover traveled north to the Vistula River and the port of Danzig on the Baltic Sea, where Dutch merchants sold it in markets as far away as London. Polish and Lithuanian nobles, to enforce their claims to soil and people, imposed a new kind of state-enforced serfdom on the mostly Ukrainian-speaking farmers after 1496. Serfs would plant and harvest wheat and rye through eastern Europe and Russia.


Polish control of the bread lands did not last. By the 1570s Russian princes were building cherta, or notched frontier lines, south and west of Moscow that brought them closer and closer to the land of infinite rivers. A series of wars between Russian and Polish princes, along with peasant uprisings around 1650, produced protracted and bloody conflict and killed perhaps a third of Poland’s population. A unified Russia then forced Ukrainians—peasants, the chumaki, and the roving bands of Ukrainian Cossacks—to swear perpetual oaths to the Muscovite crown. Russia slowly began to assimilate these bread lands while forging rough pathways that led back to the imperial core, acquiring the lands east of the Dnieper by 1689 with designs on the land farther west and south.29 For Russia, however, access to the Black Sea was always crucial to these plans.


There are many different definitions of “empire.” Some emphasize a common law, a single emperor, and multiple ethnic groups; another describes a core of ruling gentry surrounded by military districts; others emphasize gentlemanly families with rank who draw from holdings at the periphery.30 But at its deepest level an empire may be a monopolizer of food along ancient grain pathways that it never fully understands. Empires survive only as long as they control the sources of food needed to feed soldiers and citizens; they fund themselves by taxing those who sell it. Before empires, ancestors of the chumaki traded food over long distances along with salt and leather. International trade shrank in periods when Yersinia pestis, in the bellies of rats, found a way to hitchhike on those same trade routes. This microscopic pestilence cleared the path for another parasite, one orders of magnitude larger than a bacillus. Ancient thalassic empires, I believe, surged along the pathways cut by Y. pestis, building grain ports as stepping-stones for further conquest, often to feed armies at imperial borders.


Around 542, at the beginning of what we call the Middle Ages, Y. pestis severed the paths connecting western Europe to China, forcing smaller states to focus on increasing agricultural yields to compensate for the loss of international trade. This contributed to the creation of medieval sokes, fiefs, and noble houses throughout Eurasia. In the wake of the 1347 plague, postmedieval empires grew by incorporating and dominating hundreds of these communities.


Then, in the 1760s, a new military-fiscal-banking structure grew up in Russia that weakened and nearly demolished the empire at the gates of the Bosporus. When Napoleon emerged to briefly dominate most of Europe’s ports, Russia turned Odessa into something entirely new: an emporium that no longer fed its own empire but now fed Europe. Russia, the Mediterranean, and western Europe would never be the same.
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