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  What do you do if your boss, government, king, dictator (or even teacher) is making your life and all your mates’ lives impossible, refusing to listen when you complain?

  You either leave (if they’ll let you), or you decide to do something about it. That’s what’s called a revolution. There have been revolutions throughout history and

  throughout the world (there’s probably one going on somewhere right now). In places like South America they still have them practically every day, with a matinée on Sundays – in

  fact revolting is almost a national sport down that way.




  The French Revolution, in the 18th century, was a particularly nasty one, and one which the English sat back and enjoyed from a distance, hearing of their terrible misfortunes, and gloating to

  their hearts’ content (we’ve always disapproved of the French, almost as much as they’ve always disapproved of us!).
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  Warning!!!




  At this point, I should remind you that the French, being a hot-blooded, passionate people (unlike us lot*) are capable of extreme violence against each other and I reckon their

  revolution wins just about every World Nastiness prize. I give you fair warning that this little book is not for the faint-hearted: enter at your own peril!




  PS. If you notice little comments like the one below dotted throughout the book, that’s my editor, Susie, sticking her oar in. Try to ignore her – I do.
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  *Speak for yourself! Ed
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  The causes of all the problems that rocked 18th century France can be traced back for centuries. In a nutshell . . . At that time the French were still quite rich (compared to

  everyone else), but most of the money was held by very few people. Having said that, the French peasants (there were 26 million of ’em) owned between a quarter and a third of the land –

  far more than our lot. All the same, they had their work cut out simply to stay alive, as very few individuals owned enough land to support their ever-growing families. Worse than that, they were

  forced to watch the idle rich swanning around showing little concern for their poorer brothers (apart from trying to trick them out of any land they did own). So what? I hear you say

  – that was always the case and, anyway, isn’t that what peasants do – go hungry and complain a lot? But when it comes to complaining, the French take le biscuit. Read on

  . . .
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  Grub Alert




  The French have always been famed for their amorous pursuits, but in the 18th century they seemed to be at it all the time – which resulted in a population explosion,

  believe it or not. Unfortunately, the farmers were at it too; they didn’t even have time to produce the extra food needed to feed all those extra little French mouths (36% of the total

  population of France were under 20). Just as things were getting really bad . . . they suddenly got much worse – when the harvest failed in 1788. Almost overnight, the thousands of starving

  vagrants who’d been scouring the countryside (and then the towns) for something to keep them alive, turned into bandits. And what do bandits do? Horrid things to anyone that gets in their

  way!




  The Three Estates




  Before we go any further, let me briefly describe how French society was carved up. Unlike these days where, in most countries, deciding where one class begins and another ends

  can be a bit tricky (see New Labour), in France the divisions were clear and everyone knew which side they were on whether they liked it or not.




  There were the three main classes, called the Three Estates.




  The First Estate: The Clergy




  Although the average parish priest was no richer than the poorest of his parishioners, the upper clergy were doing very nicely, thank you. They had little to do with God, but a

  lot to do with sucking up to the aristocracy and making fortunes from the tithes charged to the tenants of their massive estates. These rich churchmen made up the First Estate.




  

    

      Useless Fact No. 745




      A tithe, by the way, meant that a poor peasant farmer had to give at least 10% of everything he earned or produced from his land to the fat cat who owned it.


    


  




  The Church had even wheedled its way out of paying any taxes – which meant there was no check on their massive wealth. Church properties, for instance, often made up a

  large proportion of the town and, as the clergy were the only people who could read, they wielded huge power and influence over the thick peasants.* Just think, they could interpret any shiny new

  government laws as and how they liked.




  *Not thick, just uneducated. Ed




  The Second Estate: The Nobility




  There were tons more noblemen in France than over here, as in Britain it was only the eldest sons who inherited the noble status (and the loot). In France everyone remotely

  connected to an aristocratic family, even down to favoured servants or pets, could enjoy noble status if it was bestowed upon them. The nobility numbered some 400,000, which was just over 1.5% of

  the population.
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  Like the upper clergy of the First Estate, the aristocracy also managed to wheedle their way out of paying most of the taxes (and even their debts, come to that) and they also had a stranglehold

  on all the best jobs.




  The French aristocracy were often at odds with royalty (who were above all this Three Estates business anyway) and would have done anything to chip away at their absolute power (which was

  already going off the boil). To make matters worse, at the bottom end of the nobility, the poor ones were also becoming a trifle nervous about the wealth of the richer merchants and farmers at the

  top of the Third Estate (coming next).




  The Third Estate: The Rest




  Anyone else, rich or poor, who hadn’t quite managed to squeeze into the First or Second Estates was dumped with 98% of the population (26,000,000) into the Third

  Estate.




  [image: ] At the top of this Third Estate, any landowner, financier or lawyer who had the necessary readies could shove his

  family name into the ranks of the nobility by buying a title, or bullying some up-market lad into marrying his daughter (with the added sweetener of quite a lot of money). But when times got rough

  (which they did, as you’ll find out if you read on), these chaps were not to be counted on by their Third Estate brothers, as all they seemed to do was ape those from the upper Estates.




  [image: ] In the middle of this Estate were all the shopkeepers, master craftsmen and their workers and servants, who were

  always having a go at the farmers, because although their wages stayed the same, food prices (especially bread) went up and down like a yo-yo.*
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  [image: ] The poverty-stricken countryside was a potential battleground. The humble peasant, at the bottom of the Third Estate,

  continually struggled to pay his tithe to the rich landowners or to the better-off farmers who took the peasants’ hard-grown produce in return for lending them the essential implements and

  livestock. As you can see, it was a bit of a no-win situation for the peasants. And if there was a dodgy harvest, the poor peasant was in even deeper poo as he had to buy grain to live. Those

  naughty richer farmers would store up grain in times of plenty and then hike up the price when there wasn’t much around. The sight of barns brimming over with grain, when the poor old peasant

  hadn’t had any dinner for days, did little for community relations (or the crime rate).
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