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What People Are Saying About


Quakers and Chocolate


A must read for anyone interested in the history of chocolate. Helen Holt takes us through the origins of chocolate and the role that Quakers played in its production, its development and in making it the well-loved treat we know today. While she touches on the historical and modern-day ethical issues involved in chocolate production, her focus is on the families involved in chocolate production and the way in which they brought their Quaker values into their businesses, setting an example that businesses today would do well to follow.


Kate McNally, judge for the International Chocolate Awards


In this fascinating book, Helen Holt shows us how three Quaker families unlocked the cocoa bean to create the ‘food of the gods’ and how their wealth was handed on in service to others. Devotion to the search for the perfect recipe was, at times, an obsession, as these pioneer chocolatiers experimented with new-fangled processes and machines until they created the chocolates we know and love today. The profits were not all spent on their families but were used to improve the working and living conditions of their employees and to challenge injustice more widely. Together, these stories reveal a passion for innovation and a concern for all that grew out of Quaker beliefs in justice, compassion, and generosity.


Ruth Tod, author of Exploring Isaac Penington
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Introduction


In 1753, the Swedish naturalist Carl von Linnaeus named the curious-looking cacoa tree Theobroma cacoa, with Theobroma deriving from the Greek for ‘food of the gods’. Also in 1753, the Bristol Quaker Joseph Fry opened an apothecary and a few years later started selling cocoa, extolling it for its health benefits. In a little over a century, the Fry family and their fellow Quakers—the Rowntrees in York and the Cadburys in Birmingham—would be instrumental in transforming the food of the gods into the food of the masses.1


The lives of these Quaker chocolatiers were shaped by their firm belief that God could be found within all people and by an associated long-standing tradition of social reform. These twin aspects of Quakerism—looking inwards and looking outwards—shaped how they ran their businesses and how they gained and spent their vast fortunes. Both the Cadburys and the Rowntrees built factories in the countryside, claiming that this would allow their employees to develop all that was best within them. They provided free access to doctors and dentists, numerous social opportunities from camera clubs to cricket pitches, continuing education for their young workforce, and, in an age when the spectre of the workhouse haunted the elderly, old age pensions. They also built villages for their employees and others, aiming to provide an alternative to crowded, unsanitary slums in the form of pleasant, affordable houses with large gardens. These Quakers have sometimes been accused of paternalism, but they saw their employees as colleagues, and in a society without state pensions, sick pay, and the NHS, the benefits they conferred were surely a godsend to many.


Quakers weren’t the only ones involved in manufacturing chocolate in the nineteenth century of course. Today’s familiar brands include those started by Joseph Terry in York, Henri Nestlé and Rodolphe Lindt in Switzerland, and Milton Hershey in America. Nor were Quakers the only industrialists to challenge the status quo when it came to the welfare of their employees. Robert Owen (1771–1858) thought all religions were false and in later life turned to spiritualism. He blazed a trail at New Lanark for his textile workers, improving factory conditions and arguing that the current structure of society repressed the higher qualities of human nature. Milton Hershey (1857–1945) was from a Mennonite family and married a Catholic. He established the Hershey Industrial School for orphans and built a flamboyant town near his chocolate works on a grand scale: there were wide boulevards, landscaped gardens, a miniature railroad, and even a zoo.


It is interesting to ask, then, how the faith and religious concerns of these three Quaker chocolate families flavoured their business decisions and social enterprises. What, if anything, did they do differently because they were Quakers? The answer regarding the starting point of their businesses is clear enough. For the first few centuries of their existence, Quakers were severely constrained in their choice of career. As non-conformists they were excluded from studying at Oxford and Cambridge until the mid-nineteenth century, they were restricted in what they could do as lawyers because of their refusal to swear oaths (the implication being that an oath implied a double standard of truth-telling), and they refused to enter the armed forces because of their stance against war. As a result, many Quakers opted for a career in industry, business, or shopkeeping, where they gained a reputation for hard work and integrity. You could send a child to a Quaker shop, confident that they would not be cheated. The first generation of all our chocolate dynasties started out as shopkeepers before moving into manufacturing. Furthermore, many Quakers were involved in the Adult School movement, which gave them an intimate knowledge of the problems caused by poverty, slums, and illiteracy. Both George Cadbury (1839–1922) and Joseph Rowntree (1836–1925) taught weekly classes for decades and credited the experience with informing their commitment to improving conditions for their employees.


Individuals naturally experience their faith in different ways and have different personalities, however, so we should expect some differences in the ways that these Quaker chocolatiers ran their businesses. George Cadbury took over his father’s ailing business in his early twenties, aided by his brother Richard. He was driven, ambitious, thrived on struggle, embraced risk, and was open about his beliefs. Joseph Rowntree entered the chocolate business reluctantly, feeling he needed to bail out his likeable but easily distracted brother Henry, whose chocolate enterprise was facing bankruptcy. He was studious, devoted a huge amount of time and effort to collecting statistics on poverty, often proceeded cautiously, and rarely talked about his personal faith. Both George and Joseph, however, firmly believed that the purpose of money was to improve conditions for others and warned of the dangers of inherited wealth. As a consequence, both gave away significant portions of their fortunes.


While all three Quaker chocolate businesses passed to the sons and grandsons of their founders, some descendants stand out for their accomplishments outside of the chocolate factory. Beatrice Boeke (née Cadbury; 1884–1976) was the niece of George Cadbury. Despite, or perhaps because of, her privileged upbringing, she denounced capitalism and tried to give away her fortune. She and her Dutch husband also refused to pay taxes because they objected to funding the military. It was a stance that would lead to spells in prison and a summer spent homeless. John Wilhelm Rowntree (1868–1905) was the son of Joseph Rowntree and widely respected as an inspirational Quaker reformer. He spear-headed the idea that formulations of faith must change to incorporate knowledge gained from science and biblical criticism, all the while living with a disease that was slowly robbing him of his sight and that would contribute to his premature death.


This short book looks at the history of chocolate and at some of the members of the Quaker chocolate dynasties. The first chapter takes a bird’s eye view of the history of chocolate, from its often opulent and occasionally gruesome beginnings in the ancient civilizations of Mesoamerica to its journey into Europe through monks, medics, and nobles. The Quakers enter the story in the second chapter, as they battle against impending bankruptcy, get to grips with the latest technology, strive to give their employees a physically and spiritually healthy life, and ultimately see the family businesses they grew bought by global food giants. In the next four chapters we’ll get to know the four abovementioned Quakers—George Cadbury, Joseph Rowntree, Beatrice Boeke, and John Wilhelm Rowntree—a bit better, looking at how their Quaker faith informed their actions. The final chapter briefly considers the Quaker chocolate legacy in relation to health, ethical issues, and various Joseph Rowntree trusts.


The beliefs of today’s Quakers have evolved since the time of the events recounted here. The ties with Christianity have been loosened, with some Quakers now self-identifying as Buddhist Quakers or non-theist Quakers, for example. And today’s competitive environment means that businesses often seek profits at the expense of worker welfare. Even so, perhaps these Quaker chocolatiers can inspire us to find creative ways to combine spiritual and business values for the good of all.









Chapter 1


A brief history of chocolate: On gods, monks, and murderers


The cacoa tree is native to the northwest Amazon basin, where it was probably domesticated for its delicious pulp. Humans then likely spread it from Ecuador into the Soconusco region (the southwest corner of the Mexican state of Chiapas and its border with Guatemala), and from there northwards across the Isthmus of Tehuantepec to the Gulf Coast. Although it belongs to the genus Theobroma (along with about 20 other species of flowering understory trees), in this particular case Theopoto, or drink of the gods, might be a more apt description, as it is only in the last 150 years or so of chocolate’s nearly 4000-year history that it has been eaten rather than drunk. It is, however, associated with gods—those of various ancient Mesoamerican cultures.


There is little about the appearance of the tree that would suggest that it might deserve such a divine association. It is small (6–12 m) and spindly, with the trunk and larger branches spouting dimpled rugby-ball-shaped pods in a fruiting pattern known as cauliflory. It is disease-prone (to pod rots, wilts, and fungus-produced witches’ broom), pernickety about growing conditions (only bearing fruit within 20 degrees either side of the equator) and requires year-round moisture. Its flowers are pollinated not by iridescent humming birds or exotic insects but by midges, which live in the detritus on the forest floor. Furthermore, the seeds within the pods cannot be eaten straight from the tree but must undergo a four-stage process of fermentation, drying, roasting, and winnowing that can take several weeks.
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Figure 1: A cacao tree bearing pods containing the valuable cacoa beans (public domain)





Research into the history of chocolate is still patchy, but hints of its earliest use come from the analysis of residues on pottery. T. cacoa is the only Mesoamerican plant that contains the alkaloid theobromine (with ‘theobromine’ deriving from Theobroma), so its presence is a unique marker for the use of cacao in pre-Columbian artefacts. Radiocarbon dating of pottery reveals that humans were beginning to drink cacoa products almost 4000 years ago (although it is not always clear whether they were drinking chocolate or beer fermented from the pulp inside the pods). The earliest evidence comes from the Olmecs, who flourished between about 1500 and 400 BCE in the humid lowlands of the Mexican Gulf Coast. There, they built massive earth and clay mounds and pyramids for ceremonial purposes, and a recent study of an ancient site in San Lorenzo revealed several hundred vessels with residues of theobromine over a burial pit that contained the remains of sacrificial victims. The pots were radiocarbon dated to the beginning of the Olmec period, and it seems likely that the post-interment celebration included drinking some form of cacoa.


Slightly more is known about the next period of chocolate’s history, that of the Maya of the Yucatan Peninsula, who lived in an area that today includes southeastern Mexico and parts of Guatemala and Belize. Maya civilization thrived in one form or another from about 2000 BCE to CE 1700 (with the Classic Maya period from CE 250 to CE 950). Spouted ceramic jars from northern Belize dating to 600 BCE have been found with traces of theobromine, and it is thought that the spouts were used to pour and blow air into the liquid to create a froth, which is known to have been highly prized by later Mesoamericans: over a millennium later, one beautifully detailed scene on a vase from CE 750 shows a woman elegantly producing froth by pouring chocolate from waist height to a pot on the ground.


There is also a glimpse of the Maya attitude to chocolate in various surviving books, made from long strips of bark-paper. The stunning Madrid Codex dates between 1200 and 1450 and consists mainly of almanacs and horoscopes that were used by priests, but one scene has the phonetic ‘kakaw’ with a picture of a young god grasping limbs from a cacoa tree, and another depicts four gods piercing their ears with obsidian lances, scattering showers of their blood over cacao pods. The Maya took their cacoa in various forms, as drinks, gruels and powders, to which could be added a wide variety of flavours ranging from chilli to an unknown substance thought to be translated as ‘fruity’.


From the tenth to the twelfth century, the Toltecs were the dominant civilization in the central highlands of Mexico, and the regions to the northwest were populated by the Anasazi, who developed the Pueblo culture, living in large communal houses. Pueblo Bonito in the Chaco Canyon of New Mexico is the site of one such stone-built multi-story house, which boasted about 350 rooms and was inhabited from about 850 to 1150. Shards of pottery found there have tested positive for theobromine, and it is thought that cacoa beans (along with copper bells and silver objects) from the south were being traded for Anasazi turquoise, which was valued for its use in decorating wooden masks and shields.


By the beginning of the fourteenth century, Aztec immigrants were living as vassals and serfs for the cultural descendants of the Toltec civilization. But within a century they had brought a large part of Mesoamerica under their sway. Their two main drinks were the alcoholic octli, made from the agave plant, and chocolate. There were strict rules about who could drink alcohol, however, and the penalty for drunkenness was often death. That said, there was some ambivalence about the use of chocolate too. In one cautionary tale, a custodian to the gods who can control his age at will reprimands an imperial delegation of sorcerers who lack his abilities: ‘You have become old, you have become tired because of the chocolate you drink and because of the foods you eat. They have harmed and weakened you.’1 The Aztecs, like many of us today, were undeterred. They drank chocolate cold and, like the Maya, prized the froth. They too added various sweet and savoury spices, including vanilla and dried flowers.


The consumption of chocolate was not for the masses, but was confined to the Aztec elite, marching soldiers, and long-distance merchants: the Elder Moctezuma (who reigned from 1440 to 1468) had decreed that he who did not go to war could not wear cotton, feathers or flowers, smoke, or drink cacoa. Aztec warriors were given ground cacoa made into pellets or wafers (along with maize, ground beans, and dried chillis), and long-distance merchants qualified for cacoa rations because they were often armed and had to travel through dangerous territories. The elite drank chocolate at the end of meals while smoking tubes of tobacco: Moctezuma II (who reigned from about 1502 to 1520) is said to have drunk it from cups of gold, although some sources say the cups were of a more pedestrian calabash. Whatever the cups were made of, there was no shortage of beans—the chronicler Francisco Cervantes de Salazar reported that the emperor’s cacao warehouse contained 40,000 porter-loads of 24,000 beans each, giving a grand total of 960 million.


One notable exception to this restricted access to chocolate was the unfortunate slave who was chosen once a year in Tenochtitlan to impersonate the great god Quetzalcoatl. He was dressed as a god and treated as one for 40 days, then told of his fate and made to perform a dance. If he did not dance with sufficient joy, he was fed a gruesome concoction—chocolate mixed with the blood from knives used in previous sacrifices. The god/slave then became almost unconscious, forgot what he had been told, and continued to dance with gladness, bewitched by the drink.


In 1519, the Spanish Conquistador Hernán Cortés landed in Mexico. The subsequent combination of brutal warfare and European disease decimated the Aztecs, and the Aztec Empire fell. In time, however, Spanish and Aztec culture creolized, and chocolate was taken into the colonial cuisine of New Spain and eventually transplanted to Old Spain and the rest of Europe. Whites took their chocolate hot rather than cold, sweetened it with cane sugar, and frothed it not by pouring but by using a molinillo, a grooved wooden beater or swizzle-stick.


Not everyone immediately took to this strange drink. The Jesuit José de Acosta wrote in 1590 that ‘It disgusts those who are not used to it, for it has a foam on top, or a scum-like bubbling.… It is a valued drink which the Indians offer to the lords who come or pass through their land. And the Spanish men—and even more the Spanish women—are addicted to the black chocolate’.2


One striking example of the extent of the addiction of some Spanish women was recounted by Thomas Gage about his stay in Chiapa Real (now San Cristobel de la Casas) in a book he wrote in 1648. The upper-class white ladies of the town were in the habit of drinking bowls of hot chocolate during Mass, which were brought to them by their Indian maids. The bishop, understandably irritated by the disruption this caused and having failed to talk the ladies out of the practice, eventually took the drastic step of declaring that all who ate or drank in the cathedral would be excommunicated. Undeterred, the ladies found an alternative venue for Mass and continued drinking chocolate. The story might have ended there, but it has a sinister coda. The bishop was given chocolate to drink, soon become ill, and eight days later was dead (having asked God to forgive the perpetrators). It was thought that the chocolate had been poisoned by one of the bishop’s pages, who was on intimate terms with one of the chocoholics.


José de Acosta may have disliked drinking cocoa, but his fellow Jesuits found various ways to make money from it. The more conventional way was to sell cacoa from the wild trees growing along the Amazon in Brazil, a practice that was mentioned in a report from 1639 and that continued until the 1750s, when measles and smallpox wiped out most of the Indian gatherers. More unconventionally, in 1701 the Spanish flotilla from the Indies arrived in Spain with eight exceptionally heavy crates marked ‘Chocolate for the Very Reverend Father General of the Company of Jesus’. The crates did indeed appear to contain substantial blocks of chocolate, but further investigation revealed that this chocolate had a truly golden centre—a finger-thickness of chocolate was coating bars of pure gold. (Sensitive to the fact that all gold was the property of the king and that they could therefore be accused of smuggling, the Jesuits denied having sent the shipment.)


Around the time of the Conquest, cacoa beans were also used as a currency. For a time at least, money really did grow on trees. The sixteenth-century chronicler Francisco Oviedo y Valdés recorded that a rabbit was worth 10 cacoa beans, a slave about 100, and the services of a prostitute 8–10, ‘according to how they agree’.


It is possible that chocolate came to Spain for the first time as early as 1544, when Dominican friars took a delegation of Kekchi Maya nobles from Guatemala to visit Prince Philip in Spain, as receptacles of beaten chocolate are included in the list of presents. But it does not seem to have taken hold, and it was the first half of the seventeenth century before it reached the Spanish court, in the form of the hot beverage that had become popular among the Spaniards of Mexico. It was also served in less refined settings—at bullfights and at punishments ordained by the Spanish Inquisition.
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