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Our new grandson, Max Walvin,
arrived when I found myself immersed in sugar;
he quickly proved himself to be the sweetest thing of all.


This book is for him.
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Preface



THE SHOP DIRECTLY opposite my childhood home was a small newspaper shop. But all the neighbourhood children called it ‘the sweet shop’. The counter was covered with a variety of national and local newspapers, but behind the counter were stacked rows of bottles and jars filled with the sweets we loved and which we were given as treats or bought with our spare pennies – as much, that is, as the ration books in the 1940s and 1950s allowed. For most of the time, however, we could only look at the jars enviously; money and rations were in short supply. Fifty yards away up the street, there was another sweet shop, in a small dowdy bungalow, which sold nothing but sweets and chocolates. As if that were not enough, we could stride back across the street to the local Co-op with its own enticing offerings of chocolates and sweets (and biscuits and cakes as well). Even in those straitened times, all this seemed a cornucopia of sweet things, and all within a mere hundred yards of our front door.


We all had a sweet tooth, and the constraints of wartime and post-war rationing only made the craving worse. Sometimes we bartered one rationed item for another, swapping life’s essentials for a sweet pleasure. Our mother once exchanged our bacon ration for our grandparents’ sweets ration.


This addiction to sweets and chocolates wasn’t just a family matter, but was deeply entrenched in the whole community; all my childhood friends and their families were equally addicted. On high days and holidays, birthdays, Christmas and Whitsuntide (a major event in Manchester), children were treated to special gifts of chocolates and sweets. Even on our summer seaside holidays – that annual Lancastrian trek from the cotton towns to the Irish Sea – one seaside treat was tackling lengths of that sticky, tooth-defying, sugar-filled Blackpool rock. Predictably, when sweet rationing finally ended in 1953, the local shops were swiftly cleaned out of the sweet temptations we had all looked forward to – my brother and I managed to get our hands on a small box of Cadbury’s Milk Tray.


Our love of sugary treats was only one example of the role sugar played in our lives. In fact, sugar was everywhere. It held pride of place, alongside the teapot, on the kitchen table that served as a gathering point not merely for meals but as a rendezvous for the gaggles of women who trooped in and out of the house throughout the day. Daily social life was lubricated by regular servings of sweet tea. My grandpa could have rivalled Dr Johnson in his love of strong tea; he always had a half-pint mug of strong tea to hand, and it, too, was sweetened with lashings of sugar, scooped from the bag that lived permanently on the table in the room that served as kitchen, dining and sitting room.


My mother and her women friends, like the nation at large, moaned endlessly about shortages, but especially about the scarcity of sugar, although what they were allowed now seems lavish in retrospect – far, far more than my own family would use in the course of a week. But at that time, from 1942–53, sugar was added to everything. It even accompanied us to school. We were dispatched to primary school with a snack for the morning break: slices of toast or bread, glued together with heavily sweetened jam, or simply sprinkled with sugar.


All this took place in a society that was severely rationed and we all ticked along in pinched conditions, making do as best we could. Yet throughout, sugar was everywhere. It was (like tobacco smoke) an inescapable fact of life, and so integral to the way we all lived that we did not even notice it – except, that is, when we ran short.


We were also regular visitors to the local dentist. Not for regular check-ups, but to remove the damage wrought by our sugary diet. All my older relatives had dentures. My father had all his teeth removed at the age of twenty-one; my mother lost her remaining teeth in her mid-thirties. Grandma, uncles, aunts and close family friends – all had dentures. Grandpa was an exception; his few surviving teeth were like Elizabeth I’s – gnarled and discoloured – but they just about served their purpose. No one thought it odd or unusual to be without their own teeth, even at an age which, today, seems shockingly young. Teeth were extracted in people’s early years, partly for financial reasons – it was cheaper to have them whipped out than to spend money on regular dental visits. Overwhelmingly, however, teeth were extracted because they were rotten.


In my family – and I suspect throughout my whole community – false teeth were more common than healthy, natural teeth among adults. Dentures were even a cause of family hilarity. One set shot out when a relative sneezed. When relatives were confined to bed, I recall visiting them and being transfixed by their dentures grinning at me from a bedside glass of water. When one elderly neighbour lost his teeth, we all turned his home upside down to look for them – in vain. On more formal family occasions – those Sundays when invited to ‘tea’ – relatives’ ill-fitting, clicking dentures were a giveaway, clues to a much wider, more significant narrative. These personal recollections of family life are important elements in the story that follows. Of course, I didn’t realise it at the time, but it now seems obvious. What lies behind all this is the story of the widespread damage and corruption caused by sugar.


It took a very long time for the penny to drop. Even when I lived and worked on a Jamaican sugar estate in the late 1960s, I didn’t think about the connection between sugar and the health of people who consumed it. As a newly minted academic historian, I was hard at work on what became, in league with a friend and colleague, my first published book: the history of one sugar plantation between 1670 and 1970. It was studying Jamaica’s sugar fields that set me on course for my subsequent academic career as a student of slavery. But in the beginning, I didn’t make the connection between Africans in Jamaican sugar fields and the world I grew up in, in the north of England. Yet both were intimately linked.


We have come to think of sugar very differently in the early twenty-first century, and the book that follows is an attempt to explain how that happened. At one level, we view it differently partly because we know so much more about it. But sugar has also taken a route no one could have predicted, even a generation ago. Very few people suggested, say in 1970, that sugar posed a global health problem. Yet, today, sugar is regularly denounced as a dangerous addiction – on a par with tobacco – and is the cause of a global epidemic of obesity.


But how did this come about? How did a simple commodity that was once a prized monopoly of kings and princes become an essential ingredient in the lives of common people – before mutating yet again into the apparent cause and occasion of major global health problems?





Introduction



Sugar in Our Time


HOW DID IT come to this? What persuaded tens of millions of people the world over to like – to need – a commodity, sugar, which medical science now insists is bad for us? As if to compound the confusion, in the summer of 2016 we were bombarded by adverts proclaiming a product because it contained no sugar. That summer, millions of TV viewers were exposed to a very unusual advertisement for Coca-Cola. At matches played at football’s Euro finals in France, and watched by millions globally (the entire competition partly sponsored by Coca-Cola), adverts flashed along the electronic hoardings telling us that their new drink contained ‘Zero Sugar’. Anyone watching a game would have seen that message – ‘Zero Sugar’ – dozens of times.


Those games were, of course, an excellent platform for adverts. Next to the Olympics and the World Cup, the Euro finals were guaranteed to generate a global audience counted in the hundreds of millions. But what was striking about this particular advert was that it was promoting a product by asserting what it did not have; it was announcing a drink that lacked something, a drink that did not contain sugar. Launching that product had been a costly business – £10 million in the UK alone.1 It is hard to think of a comparable promotion – lauding a product, not for what it offers, but for what it doesn’t offer. Here is a drink without sugar.


For English viewers, it might have seemed a timely advert because, only a year earlier, a major Government report had highlighted the problem of sugar-related obesity among millions of English people.2 Although sugar has been part of our diet for centuries, in recent years it has become a subject of contentious social and political debate. In my own childhood (in the years of wartime and post-war shortages and rationing), my parents often complained about not being able to get enough sugar. Today, parents are discouraged – by doctors, newspapers and politicians – from consuming too much sugar. For centuries, children were pampered and soothed by being given sweet treats; today, the principal drive is to restrict children’s access to sugar and all sweet things. In fact, sugar has taken on a pariah status. Yet, within living memory, it was widely viewed both as a necessity and a pleasurable essential – a commodity that fortified and pleasured in equal part. What has brought about this extraordinary change in the way we see and talk about a commodity that has been part of the human diet for centuries?


* * *


Though part of Western diet for many centuries, before roughly 1600 sugar was a costly luxury, available only to the rich and powerful. All that changed in the course of the seventeenth century, with the rise of European sugar colonies in the Americas. Thereafter, sugar became cheap, ubiquitous and hugely popular. What had formerly been a costly item now became an everyday necessity. Sugar that had once graced only the tables of society’s elites was, by 1800, one of life’s essentials even for the poorest of working people. And that was how sugar remained, until the mid-twentieth century – an unquestioned part of the lives of millions and a vital ingredient in a wide variety of food and drink. Yet today, when sugar is discussed in the media, it is portrayed as a threat to health – a major contributor not only to individual ill health but also the cause of a global epidemic of obesity. As a result, sugar has become a matter of pressing concern for governments and international health organisations.


Today, people the world over consume sugar in staggering volumes, with consumption highest in countries which produce sugar – Brazil, Fiji and Australia, for example. Australians consume more than 50kg per person each year. But these levels are only slightly lower in other countries – such as in Europe and North America – places that first pioneered mass consumption of sugar after 1600. Yet even these broad generalisations have changed quite dramatically over the past generation, thanks largely to the impact of modern fast foods and fizzy drinks, most of which come laden with sugar. Much of their sweetness today derives, however, not from cane sugar but from corn or chemical sweeteners.


The taste for sweetness in food and drink is universal, and the cultivation of sugar is global. A great variety of sugar cane is cultivated in the tropics, while sugar beet is cultivated in temperate regions. But the engine behind the rise of sugar’s popularity was cane sugar. Its early history, in Indonesia, India and China, was small-scale and aimed solely at local markets. But when sugar cane was transplanted to plantations in the Mediterranean, then into islands in the Atlantic, the story changed – and even more dramatically when sugar crossed the Atlantic to the Americas. There, sugar cane was cultivated and converted to sugar by enslaved Africans (themselves shipped across the Atlantic). It was this slave-grown sugar that brought about revolutionary changes in the landscape of the sugar col onies while transforming the tastes of the Western world.


As Europeans and Americans settled and traded with the wider world in the course of the nineteenth century, they transplanted commercial sugar cultivation to new locations: to islands in the Indian Ocean, to Africa, Indonesia, to Pacific islands and to Australia. But wherever sugar took hold, local sugar planters had problems with labour. They found the answer in imported, indentured labour. From one sugar region to another – from Brazil to Hawaii – the sugar plantation became the home of alien people – people who had been uprooted and shipped vast distances to undertake the gruelling, intensive labour on sugar plantations.


For all that, sugar plantations more than proved their worth to their owners and investors. But there was a price to pay for the development of the sugar plantation. The natural environments were hugely damaged by the development of sugar. From Barbados in the 1640s to the Florida Everglades in recent years, the ecological harm caused by sugar plantations has been enormous, and is only now being fully recognized. It is, however, the human cost of sugar cultivation which is most obvious and dramatic. It is at its most visible in the labour force, from the first slave gangs in sixteenth-century Brazil through to indentured Indian labourers in Fiji, the Japanese in Hawaii or the ‘South Sea Islanders’ shipped to Australia in the late nineteenth century. Cultivating sugar cane was a harsh business, and it was the labour of slaves and indentured labourers that transformed sugar from a luxury item to an essential commodity. Within the space of two centuries – roughly between 1700 and 1900 – sugar became a dietary essential for all sorts of people the world over.


Clearly, there was something special, something distinctive, about sugar. People liked it and eventually came to need it. As global populations grew, especially in the nineteenth century, and as millions more expected sugar for their diet, the drive was on to satisfy their sweet cravings by cultivating sugar wherever the opportunity arose. Sugar could even be cultivated in colder climes by the late nineteenth century. The rise of sugar beet, first in Europe, then in the vast lands of North America, supplemented the world’s expanding sugar production. A century later, the production of sweeteners was augmented by the development of chemical and corn sweeteners. By the end of the twentieth century, the demand for sugar was rising by about 2 per cent a year, partly to satisfy the taste of an expanding population, but also because of the rise in living standards in newly developing nations. The wider world was turning to sweet food and drink much as the West had done in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. As more and more people became prosperous, they demanded ever more sweetness.


From the earliest days of slave-grown sugar in the Americas, sugar was so important, so central, that it became a source of political, economic and international dispute. Even today, sugar is a topic of intense discussion between nations and within international organisations. It serves to create a confusing welter of interests, commodities and prices, all of them weaving together the various producers and consumers, different international organisations and diverse agreements into a global web spun by the world’s need for sugar. What makes this even more perplexing, bizarre and even more difficult to grasp is the crucial point, now widely accepted, that sugar is actually bad for us. Indeed, medicine now affirms that sugar is bad. Full stop.


But the claims that sugar is corrupting are of very recent vintage; if it is bad today, when was it good? In many respects, sugar has been bad for centuries; it was bad for its labour force (slaves and indentured labourers), and it was bad for the ecology of sugar-growing regions. Now we learn that sugar is the prime cause of mounting ill health among nations all over the world. Nonetheless, sugar continues to be consumed in enormous volumes by more and more people. Sugar remains popular – more popular, in quantitative terms, than ever before. People still like sugar.


How, then, did all this come about? How did hundreds of millions of people come to want and to rely on sugar? If it is true that sugar is bad for us, how did the world become so corrupted by this single, simple commodity?





1



A Traditional Taste


SWEETENING FOOD AND drink has been part of human nutritional cultures for millennia. Sweetness for its own sake, sweetness to remove the bitterness of other foods and drinks, sweetness as a medical prescription, even sweetness as a religious promise – all and more have been part of human activities in countless different societies. Think, too, of the way the images and ideals of sweetness have permeated English language – the very words ‘sugar’, ‘sweet’ and ‘honey’ have, for centuries, represented some of life’s happiest moments and the most delicious sensations. How often do people call loved ones ‘sugar’ or ‘honey’? Most of us can recall our very first ‘sweetheart’. And why, after marriage, and before embarking on a life together, do couples first enjoy a ‘honeymoon’? The English language fairly abounds with the vernacular and culture of sweetness, to convey the most delicate of personal feelings – of love for another person – to the baser instincts of bribery (‘a sweetener’).


For many centuries, English has been replete with the language of sweetness. Middle English, for example, like the world it addressed, is littered with sweet references: to denote a loved one, a beautiful person, or someone with a good nature or disposition. Chaucer frequently uses ‘sweet’ to denote affection and love. So, too, three centuries later, does Shakespeare. Moreover, both men wrote in a society only marginally affected by sugar itself. The thesaurus on the very computer I used to write these words gives the following alternatives for sweetness: ‘lovable, cute, charming, engaging, appealing, attractive, delightful, adorable’.


Today, sweetness – and all that the word entails – represents many of life’s great pleasures and delights. All the more curious, then, that sweetness, in the modern world, has created some of mankind’s most serious personal and collective problems and dangers. Today, the desire for sweetness has become a risk to health and well-being for millions around the world.


When we think of sweetness today, we tend to think of sugar, but long before cane sugar made its seismic impact on human affairs, honey was mankind’s main source of sweetness in a multitude of ancient societies. For centuries, Arabic and Persian texts, for example (in geographic, travel and cookery books), made frequent references to sweetness in contemporary cuisine and in theology. The ideal of sweetness as a delightful earthly experience – a physical sensation that is pleasurable, happy and even luxurious – is matched by the promise of sweetness as a reward in the hereafter. The afterlife is often represented as a ‘sweet’ experience. Nor is this merely a modern Western Christian phenomenon. In a number of faiths, heavenly pleasures come in various forms of sweetness. On earth, it took the form of honey.


Rock art from 26,000 years ago, paintings from ancient Egypt and comparable evidence from ancient Indian societies, all portrayed honey as a source of local sweetness. The world of classical antiquity similarly provides an abundance of evidence about the commonplace use of honey – as a sweetener, as medicine and as a symbol. The literature of the classical world (like English literature) is dotted with the imagery of honey. In The Odyssey, Homer remarked:




Never has any man passed this way in his dark vessel
and left unheard the honey-sweet music from our lips;
first he has taken his delight, then gone on his way a wiser man.


(The Odyssey, bk 12, l. 184)





Roman texts are likewise peppered with references to honey. Lucretius noted, when writing in the first century BC, that Roman doctors used honey to persuade children to swallow foul-tasting medicines:




For as with children, when the doctors try
to give them loathsome wormwood, first they smear
sweet yellow honey on the goblet’s rim.


(De Rerum Natura, bk 1, l. 936)





More familiar perhaps, the Holy Bible has a profusion of images of honey. When the Lord led the Israelites out of Egypt, he led them to ‘a land flowing with milk and honey’ (Exodus, Ch. 3, v. 8). And the Old Testament, too, has numerous references to honey; the Promised Land, for instance, comes ‘with milk and honey blessed’.


Honey was offered as a tribute to the gods in ancient Egypt and classical Greece, and has importance, too, in Hinduism. Many ancient societies had time-honoured religious rituals using honey: placing a drop of honey on the lips of a newborn child; a piece of apple dipped in honey on a Jewish child’s first day at school; and honey cake augurs good fortune when served on the Jewish New Year. All this is in addition to the enduring theme of honey, honey-making and bees in literature from the most ancient of recorded societies, right down to relatively modern English texts:




Stands the Church clock at ten to three?
And is there honey still for tea?


(Rupert Brookes, from ‘The Old
Vicarage, Grantchester’, 1916)





Honey has, then, long been both symbol and sweetener. For centuries, it was a feature of medicine and pharmacology. From ancient China and India, to classical Greece and throughout the world of Islam, honey was prescribed as medicine for a host of maladies. Like cane sugar later, honey – when mixed with other ingredients – produced medicines prescribed by Islamic and medieval doctors. To this day, it continues to be used as medication in a number of communities that have remained relatively untouched by modern medicine, and also in a variety of ‘alternative’ treatments which have recently found favour the world over.1


All this was in addition to the more obvious role played by honey as a sweetener in various cuisines. Sweet foods were (and are) especially valued in Islamic societies, partly because the Prophet liked honey and recommended it as a medicine. Even after the coming of cane sugar, sweet foods, especially desserts made with honey, have retained a special place in Islamic societies and maintain their importance in a number of ceremonies and practices.


Honey remains an important element in Islamic life. The Koran makes regular comments on sweetness: ‘To enjoy sweets is a sign of faith . . .’2 Honey was thought to be God’s medicine, with a heavenly future promised in the form of rivers of honey. The Traditional Medicine of the Prophet (from the fourteenth century) claimed that the Prophet was fond of honey, and recommended it as a medicine for a number of ailments. Wherever Islam took root, there we find widespread and ritualised consumption of sweet foods, normally at the end of a meal, but also on specific days in the Islamic calendar. Honey was, at once, both medicine and food, its importance confirmed by a simple glance at the variety and richness of sweet foods in the Islamic diet to this day – on religious high days and holidays (the Prophet’s birthday, for example), at weddings, birthdays, burials, holy days, circumcisions and family celebrations. All are marked in varying degrees by the production of lavish sweet dishes, soaked in honey and sugar. The ingredients of such desserts must, of course, conform to Islamic law.3 Yet even before the rise of Islam, we know that honey had been used for a number of culinary and spiritual purposes: for nutrition, as medicine, and as a promise of future happiness.


* * *


Honey, then, had an importance and significance in a large number of ancient civilisations. It was a food in its own right and a customary ingredient in recipes and menus. But it also represented purity and morality. Both the Bible and the Koran depicted an afterlife rich in much-valued food and drink – milk, wine and honey. Mundane earthly matters were also scattered with honey. We know, for example, of more than three hundred recipes from the eighth to ninth centuries which have come down to us in the form of The Baghdad Cookbook (the highest level of Perso–Islamic cuisine), although many were inherited from much earlier societies. About one third of those dishes and drinks are sweetened, such as doughnuts, fritters, pancakes, rice dishes, sherbets and other drinks.


These tastes, and the culture of Islamic cuisine and food, travelled on the back of Islam itself as it expanded throughout what is now the Middle East and the Gulf, across North Africa, into sub-Saharan Africa and into southern Europe. Naturally enough, the cultures and habits of Islamic peoples, including their cuisine and their foodstuffs, went with them. They carried with them a taste for honey and the recently acquired taste for cane sugar.


We know that sugar cane entered the world of Islam from India. Buddhist cuisine in India had adopted sugar as a basic ingredient as early as 260 BC and, in time, sugar began to influence the cuisine of greatly diverse societies across South-East Asia. Sugar also moved slowly westward from India into Africa, the Middle East and the Mediterranean. As Islam spread, so too did the cultivation and consumption of sugar cane. By 1400, it was being cultivated in Egypt, Syria, Jordan, North Africa, Spain and possibly Ethiopia and Zanzibar.4


Sugar was on the move – in all directions. In 1258, following the fall of Baghdad to the Mongols, elements of local cuisine began a protracted movement eastwards to China and to Asiatic Russia. Indeed, this global transfer was to be a feature of sugar – it was part of imperial expansion. Major empires – Greek, Roman, Islamic, Mongol, Byzantine, Ottoman and European – all absorbed foodstuffs and cuisines inherited from older empires, states and conquered peoples. And all placed great value on the sweetening powers of honey and, increasingly, of cane sugar. Sugar thus became one of the unrecognized bounties of imperial conquest and power, seized and absorbed by conquerors then carried to distant corners of the globe where it shaped new tastes and a demand for the pleasure it brought. In the European context, it was also to bring unimaginable profit.


The transformations wrought by cane sugar, however, are hard to exaggerate. Scholars agree that sugar cane originated in South Asia, but evidence for the processing of sugar – refining sugar from sugar cane – belongs to a much later period.5 Over many centuries, sugar cane cultivation spread outwards from its origins. The great explosion in cane sugar production in the Americas after c.1600 has, however, persuaded scholars to concentrate on the westward movement of sugar, but a similar process was already at work to the east. Scholars of China, for example, have trawled Chinese sources to explain the growth of sugar cultivation and, most strikingly, the development of sugar technology and production in China. Over the long periods of the Ming dynasty (from the mid-fourteenth to the mid-seventeenth centuries) and the Qing (or Manchu) dynasty thereafter, sugar not only spread to Japan, but it also became a major commodity in Chinese trade throughout Asia, much as it did in the world of the Atlantic trading systems.


Sugar is better known when it moved westwards, along a more familiar route through Iran and Iraq, and from there to the Jordan valley, the Mediterranean coast of Syria and to Egypt, then on to other locations in the Mediterranean. Sugar cane was being cultivated in Egypt as early as the mid-eighth century and, by the eleventh century, it could be found at various points along the North African coast, on Mediterranean islands and in Spain.6 The finished product – cane sugar – subsequently found its way, via the Crusaders, to northern Europe in the eleventh century. Of course, sugar was only one of a number of foods that were transplanted westward in these years, travelling and settling like the botanical flotsam and jetsam of human and religious migration and upheavals. Rice, cotton, eggplants, watermelons, bananas, oranges and lemons travelled along similar routes.7


Not surprisingly then, there is an abundance of evidence about sugar in early Arabic literature, with detailed accounts of sugar, its pleasures and its alleged benefits. It crops up in all sorts of literary sources. In The Thousand and One Nights (parts of which date back to the ninth century), a conversation between a poet and a slave described sugar cane thus:


It is shaped like a spear, but has no head.


Everyone loves it.


We often chew on it after sunset during Ramadan.8


These and similar passing references reveal a remarkable feature about the story of sugar – that from its earliest days down to the present, sugar has attracted a great deal of contemporary attention. The spread of Islam involved not merely conquest and conversion of enormous swathes of land and people, but the scattering of cultural habits, ranging from the world of print and learning to modern science, medicine and cuisine, with a number of scholars describing the spread of sugar production and consumption. We learn, for example, about sugar in the tenth century from an Arab geographer. In 1154, it was the turn of a merchant, describing his travels, to provide a description of sugar cultivation and production. We also have descriptions of sugar processing and the financing of sugar from late medieval Egypt.9


The spread of sugar around the Mediterranean was not simply a matter of cultivation, but involved new systems of agricultural production, methods of irrigation and technology of sugar processing, all in addition to the financial ability to develop sugar production and to distribute the final product – cane sugar. By the time of the Islamic defeat and expulsion from Europe in 1492, well-developed and well-known patterns for sugar production had been established. It was to be used (though transformed out of all recognition) by Europeans when they explored and settled the Atlantic islands and, later still, the tropical lands of the Americas.


The first major English encounter with sugar was in Palestine during the First Crusade of 1095–1099. Sugar cane saved Crusaders in times of starvation, and nurtured a taste for sweetness (and for other exotic commodities) which survivors took home with them. But sugar was both rare and costly, and was naturally restricted to contemporary elites. We can catch a glimpse of it in medieval household accounts documenting the purchase and storage of foodstuffs in the larders and kitchens of palaces, castles and religious houses. Monks in Durham described their sugar as ‘Marrokes’ and ‘Babilon’. The Earl of Derby’s sugar was listed as ‘Candy’ (the contemporary name for Crete), while other recipe books described sugar as ‘Cypre’ (Cyprus) and ‘Alysaunder’. The Great Wardrobe accounts of Edward I for 1287 recorded the purchase of 667lb of sugar, 300lb of ‘violet sugar’ and a huge 1,900lb of ‘rose sugar’ (the last two, sugar mixed with powdered flower petals, were used as medicines).10 All of these sugars were clearly from the Mediterranean and had arrived in England via merchants in Venice and Genoa who, in their turn, had acquired sugar from producers scattered around the Mediterranean.


The volumes of sugar produced were small, but they increased as the taste and fashion for sugar spread among Europe’s prosperous elites. By the thirteenth century, sugar was regularly used in elite English households.11 In 1319, for instance, Nicoletto Basadona carried 100,000lb of sugar and 1,000lb of ‘candy sugar’ to England.12 Sugar was also common in French cuisine by the fourteenth century. In that same century, records show increasing amounts of sugar imported into the Kent port of Sandwich. (Imports into southern ports may explain why sugar took hold initially in the south, and came more slowly to the north of England.) Sugar was also landed in Boston, Lincolnshire, from Amsterdam, Calais and Rotterdam, and it was also imported through the more distant ports of Devon. By the late sixteenth century, ‘comfit makers’ – specialists in making confectionery from sugar – began to appear in major English provincial towns.13


By the sixteenth century, sugar was widespread in England; the Earl of Northumberland’s ‘clerk controller’ ordered more than 2000lb of sugar for his Lordship’s kitchen.14 Sugary confections – fruits in sugar, sweet cakes, preserved sweetened fruits – all had become so prominent a feature of royal households that monarchs appointed officials specifically to take charge of the confectionary department. The same official became skilled in the preparation of various forms of sugar and of sweet foodstuffs for the royal table. In time, in the larger royal households (notably in Hampton Court), there was a special bakery for sweetened foodstuffs. Formal recipes and menus prepared for royal and aristocratic households now included include sugary desserts.15 Servants were taught when and how to use sugar in the course of a meal (to be offered in a sauce for partridge and pheasant, or to be sprinkled on baked herring, for example). Revealingly, new eating utensils were designed to eat sugary concoctions. Elaborate and costly plates were reserved for sweetmeats, and special forks were provided to lift and raise sticky sweets to the lips. From the 1580s, early English recipe books described how best to use sugar, such as for stuffing rabbits and preserving fruits.16


European elites of all sorts – royals, aristocrats and clerics – adopted sugar both as a feature of their elaborate cuisine and as a means of flaunting their status and rank via ornate models and statuettes modelled from sugar. In this they were copying an older Islamic tradition of using sugar in elaborate displays of power and wealth. There were plenty of ancient tales of rulers and sultans organising elaborately sculptured displays to celebrate religious festivals. One visitor to Egypt in 1040 reported that the Sultan had used 73,000kg of sugar for a display which included a tree made of sugar. Another account from 1412 told of a mosque built of sugar – all of it consumed by beggars when the festivities ended.17 At an Ottoman festival in Istanbul in 1582, hundreds of sugar models were created to celebrate the circumcision of a son of the Sultan. It had models of animals and a castle which were so heavy it required four men to carry them.18 Among other things, such elaborate displays of sugar revealed the costliness of sugar; only those with very deep pockets could afford to finance such ornate displays of sugary confection. Coronations, military victories, sacred festivals – all and more were marked by elaborate sculptures in sugar.


As sugar spread from the Mediterranean to mainland Europe, largely via Venice, so, too, did the fashion for elaborate sculptured sugar. Europeans chefs, cooks and bakers adopted the ingredients and habits of Arab societies, but adapted them to local needs and tastes using moulds, or worked from a sugary paste. Chefs and their assistants quickly acquired the necessary skills; they created lavish and ornate sugary displays for festivals and ceremonies among Europe’s elites from the thirteenth to the seventeenth centuries.


Led by royalty, the French were both the European pioneers and the perfectionists of this new culinary art. Guillaume Tirel (nicknamed Taillevent), who worked in French royal households between 1326 and 1395, left behind a manuscript of recipes which made frequent and varied use of sugar for royal dishes.19 Although honey continued to be used, from the thirteenth century onwards, costly imported sugar cones became increasingly common in wealthy households. Often, though, that sugar was crude and had to be refined and clarified again in the local kitchen before being prepared for consumption. It remained far beyond the pockets of all but the wealthiest and most privileged in society – although we know it was for sale in a London grocer’s shop in 1379.20


By the sixteenth century, French cuisine was using sugar for three main purposes: to sweeten dishes; to preserve fruits, flowers and vegetables; and to mould into decorative ornaments and models, or to glaze. Sugar was mixed with various gums and pastes – notably with almonds to produce marzipan – to make a dough that has remained a basic ingredient of confectionery up to the present day. At much the same time, French cookbooks outlined the methods needed for boiling sugar to produce various syrups and crystallised sugary items (compotes, barley sugar and caramels).21


Best remembered, however, were the lavish sugary sculptures. In 1571, the city of Paris organised an elaborate dinner for Elizabeth of Austria, the new Queen of Charles IX. All who saw the event agreed that it was the most elaborate ever seen. Each course was heralded by trumpets and each was based around an appropriate theme. Dinner was followed by dancing, which was followed by a ‘collation’ – preserves, sugared nuts, fruit pastes, marzipans, biscuits and a variety of meat and fish – all of them fashioned from sugar paste. The main dining table was decorated with six large sugar sculptures telling the story of how Minerva brought peace to Athens.22


Sugar had also become a central item in the way the dining table should be set out, particularly for the most formal of meals. Sugar sculptures took their place alongside floral displays and elaborate silverware on the most important dining tables. The table arrangers even copied the examples of contemporary landscape designers to create elaborate landscapes on the tables, and all were scattered with sugar moulds and sculptures. Skilled confectioners used sugar (in a host of colours) and marzipan to create whatever scenes and images their masters and mistresses demanded.23


Such displays of power, wealth and status were important, and chefs in palaces and stately homes perfected the art of fashioning sugary blends into edible sculptures to astound, impress and feed. Mixing sugar with nuts and gums, or pouring liquid sugar into moulds made specifically for the purpose, cooks vied to outdo each other in their elaborate concoctions, to grace the tables and attract the admiration of guests at formal banquets and state ceremonies. Known as ‘soteltes’ (subtleties), they were designed initially to be consumed between courses, and might be shaped in the form of fish or meats. In time, however, they took on great significance in conveying messages from rulers to their rivals, friends and enemies, and were designed to impress guests by flaunting the host’s status and wealth.


Other privileged members of society soon adopted the sugary habits of their rulers. High-ranking clerics and prominent academics, for example, all found sugar sculptures a perfect reflection of their own status and positions. When Thomas Wolsey was installed as Cardinal in Westminster Abbey in 1515, he ordered an extravagant display of churches, castles, beasts, birds – and a chess set – all made from sugar.24 For his installation in 1503, the Vice Chancellor of the University of Oxford ordered a display of ‘the eight towers of the university’, its officers and the King – all made from sugar.25 In 1526, Henry VIII employed seven cooks to devise an elaborate sugar banquet at Greenwich which displayed a dungeon and a manor festooned with swans and cygnets, while another chef created a tower and a chessboard, all ‘garnished with fine gold’.26 More daring still were sugary displays of genitalia crafted for the amusement of dinner guests, though more formal religious or diplomatic dinners were graced by more tasteful sugar sculptures, such as religious or royal images to fit the occasion.27 It is no surprise to learn that the French and English courts suffered dreadfully from dental problems – rotten and missing teeth, gum disease, collapsed mouths and disfigured appearances. All were a consequence of sugar.


As wealth spread to a new merchant and trading class (many grown fat on the pickings of overseas and imperial trade and settlement), so, too, did the luxurious habits of their betters; they also began to use sugar to impress and entertain. In common with other luxury items, however, the more popular its base, the less potent the message, and as sugar became more widespread and cheaper by the late sixteenth century (courtesy of African slaves in the Americas), the prestige of elaborate displays of sugar lost their effectiveness. English elites tended to buy their sugar in London but, by the mid-seventeenth century, sugar was available in the smallest of provincial towns – in Mansfield in 1635 and Rochdale in 1649, for example. In Tarpoley, Cheshire, in 1683, locals could buy sugar from Ralph Edge, the local ironmonger.28 By the time sugar entered the homes of humbler sorts, it had lost its social cachet among the wealthy.


The commonplace use of sugar in household affairs was reflected in early cookery and recipe books. Distinctively English recipe books first appeared in the 1580s, and included sugar as an ingredient, both for preserving fruit and for cooking. Gervase Markham’s manual, The English Housewife (first published in 1616 but drawing on much older advice and re cipes), is strewn with recommendations for the use of sugar in cooking and food preparation. Sugar was thought ideal, for example, in salads, pancakes, veal roasts, fritters, to enhance liver, for a number of sauces, for oyster pie, for a string of puddings, pies and jellies, for spice cakes and, of course, for ‘a sugar plate’.29 This handbook also thought that the ideal housewife should not restrict herself solely to cooking. She was also charged with the household’s health and well-being, and the book offered instructions about contemporary nursing and healthcare, and for any ailment or accident that might happen. Even here, sugar was invaluable, and it was recommended in a cordial ‘for any infection at the heart’ and for ‘a new cough’ and for ‘an old cough’. Sugar was recommended for an eye problem, for consumption and to staunch the blood, ‘for the wind colic’, and even ‘for any old sore’.30 Sugar was now as medicinal as it was tasty, and as practical as it was symbolic. If it could impress in sculptured displays, it might, if administered properly, even provide succour to the sick and cure the infirm.


Sugar had taken its place in the kitchen not simply as an ingredient, but as a medicine, and the explanation is again to be found in the spread of Islam. The development of a new Islamic orthodoxy saw the emergence of a new kind of Islamic medicine, much of it rooted in pronouncements of the Prophet and his followers, but also encouraged by the rise of new learning, centred on Baghdad, and on the translation of ancient, classical texts – such as the Greek medical writings of Galen – into Arabic. Hence Galen’s medical ideas permeated the world of Islam – and beyond. A rich medical literature emerged, most notably the dominant compendia which provided a digest of medical learning, along with questions and answers for anyone interested in medical issues.


Islam also spawned a new breed of doctors whose work and research, now available in printed form, advanced learning and understanding of the human body, its ailments and treatments.31 The most famous and influential, Al-Razi (865–925), recommended that ‘unpleasant tasting drugs should be made palatable’.32 Like the Greeks and Romans before them, Islamic physicians, and those who followed (especially Spanish and Jewish authorities), found sugar and honey ideal antidotes to the bitterness of certain medicines. It was a slow, gradual process, but sugar became part of Islamic and then European pharmacology.


Medicine had also been helped by the vast geography of Islam, by yielding an astonishing array of flora and fauna, and of minerals and animals to be used as medicines. By the thirteenth century, pharmacists had lists of upwards of 3,000 items used in medicines, many of them exotic items culled from distant tropical regions. Sugar was only one of a long list of such items, but it quickly found a special niche, both for its own sake, and more broadly for the way it made unpleasant drugs palatable.


These Islamic medical and pharmaceutical traditions spread to Western Europe. Apothecaries (from the word apotheca, meaning a place where wine, spice and herbs were stored), dispensed sugar alongside, or mixed with, other medicines. Robert de Montpellier, ‘spicer-apothecary’ to King Henry III, opened London’s first pharmacy in 1245 and, among his wares, he offered ‘electuaries’ – mixtures of spices and herbs bound together by sugar and prescribed for the sick. At the end of his life, Henry VII was treated with sugar mixed with rose water, violets and cinnamon.33


In France, Louis XIV employed Monsieur Pomet as his ‘Chief Druggist’; Pomet later published A Complete History of Drugs, a work translated and published (edited and added to) in London in 1748. It devoted five pages to sugar – its nature, cultivation, and culinary and medical use. Quite apart from all the tasty sweets, desserts and drinks provided by sugar, it was, so the author claimed, good for the breast and the lungs, for asthma, coughs, for kidneys and the bladder. However (and here Pomet must have looked closely at Louis XIV himself), ‘It rots and decays the teeth . . .’ Having listed all the places where sugar was grown, the book claimed that ‘now our fine Jamaica and Barbados Sugar is inferior to none . . . and next to them is it reckon’d the Lisbon sugar . . .’34


By around 1600, sugar had undergone a remarkable transformation. What had, up to this point, been the preserve of the rich and powerful, was now available in the humblest of shops and in the smallest of villages. Tarpoley was a long way from the French royal court; even further, in time and distance, from the great centres of Islamic learning and medical science. Yet there was a link – a progression – from one to the other. Once the monopoly of kings, by the mid-seventeenth century sugar could be bought from a humble ironmonger in the north of England. It had begun to change from an expensive luxury to the everyday necessity of ordinary people. Even more curious is the fact that this massive change in direction and fortunes was all made possible by the brutal exploitation of vast numbers of African slaves. Tons of sugar now found their way to the docksides of Europe, and from there to local refineries and, finally, onwards to markets, fairs, shops and travelling salesmen, reaching consumers across Western Europe and, later, across the globe. Sugar was to become an everyday item in the shops and shopping baskets of humble people.
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The March of Decay


BY THE REIGN of Elizabeth I, sugar was hugely popular among the upper echelons of English society. They ate and drank it in abundance (Shakespeare’s Falstaff loved his sweet wines made even sweeter by the addition of sugar), and they revelled in lavish, sugary displays of power and influence. When the Queen progressed through Hampshire in 1591, the Earl of Hertford laid on a firework display followed by a banquet dominated by ‘Her Majesty’s arms in sugar works . . . Castles, forts, ordnance, drummers, trumpeters and soldiers of all sorts, in sugar works . . .’ Exotic beasts and birds, snakes, whales, dolphins and fish – all made from sugar – were paraded for the Queen’s pleasure. The monarch had a very sweet tooth. In 1597, the French Ambassador wrote of the 64-year-old monarch: ‘Her teeth are very yellow and unequal . . . Many of them are missing so that one cannot understand her easily when she speaks quickly.’ A year later, a different visitor thought her teeth were black. Even by the late sixteenth century, it was already clear that sugar wrought great damage to people’s teeth.1 Today, when faced with dental problems that can be quickly and painlessly solved, we tend to wince when thinking of our ancestors’ dental sufferings. In fact, rotten teeth and painful dental treatment are relatively modern phenomena – and are, overwhelmingly, associated with the history of sugar. We have become aware of this partly because of the advances in modern science, and we’re painfully aware now that tooth decay is particularly destructive when sugar reacts with bacteria to produce an acid that attacks the enamel. But, in recent years, the associated work of archaeologists has revealed that our forebears did not suffer the widespread dental problems we often imagine – not until the coming of refined sugar. Curiously, the devastating explosion of Mount Vesuvius provides some useful clues.


On 24 August AD 79, Mount Vesuvius erupted in what, alongside Krakatoa in 1883, proved to be perhaps the most famous volcanic eruption in human history. It destroyed the towns of Pompeii and Herculaneum, and much else in the close vicinity, killing untold thousands via waves of roaring, roasting heat which were followed by inundations of ash and volcanic lava. The ash which engulfed the towns and their inhabitants eventually hardened into pumice. In time, the bodies trapped in those shells of pumice rotted, leaving behind mere skeletons. Modern archaeologists using new technology and materials have created casts of the victims by pouring plaster into the shells. Teams of scientists, archaeologists, radiologists, doctors and dentists have recently analysed these human remains, and subjected them to experiments which would have been impossible a mere generation ago. Those human remains, which have been buried for centuries under layers of volcanic ash and lava, have begun to yield evidence about the condition and health of those who died. The remains of thirty people, examined by modern CT scans, have revealed, among other things, remarkably good dental condition. Scans, X-rays and dental analysis suggest that the victims (men, women and children) had no real need of dental treatment; few of them had cavities. When they died, their teeth were in very good condition.2


We know a great deal about their diet from a variety of historical sources. It was a fibre-rich Mediterranean diet, characterised by lots of fruit and vegetables. Most crucially, perhaps, we also know that they enjoyed a sugar-free, or very low-sugar, diet. Theirs was a balanced diet, very similar to the one proposed by modern medical dieticians seeking a healthy alternative to modern sugar-soaked, fat-laden foodstuffs. Above all, the victims of Vesuvius did not eat refined sugar, and the teeth of those killed by Vesuvius in AD 79 provide a vivid example of what teeth look like without the consumption of sugar.


The Vesuvius example is eye-catching but not exceptional. A number of archaeological and medical examinations of teeth from a range of ancient burial sites tell a very similar story. Almost 1,000 British examples, taken from sites ranging between the Iron Age and the late medieval period – some 2,000 years – showed no deterioration in their dental condition. Specific case studies confirm the pattern; an examination of 504 Anglo-Saxon examples showed none of the kind of tooth cavities caused by sugar.
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