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To our excellent families, and to David Kirkpatrick, father of this book






This coffee falls into your stomach, and straightaway there is a general commotion. Ideas begin to move like the battalions of the Grand Army on the battlefield, and the battle takes place. Things remembered arrive at full gallop, ensign to the wind. The light cavalry of comparisons deliver a magnificent deploying charge, the artillery of logic hurry up with their train and ammunition, the shafts of wit start up like sharpshooters. Similes arise, the paper is covered with ink; for the struggle commences and is concluded with torrents of black water, just as a battle with powder.

—HONORÉ DE BALZAC, Treatise on Modern Stimulants (1852)






Preface

COFFEE IS AN ANCIENT COMMODITY that weaves together a mosaic of histories dating back more than a millennium and stretching all the way around the world. Its story extends from the bustling cafés of sixteenth-century Cairo to the human misery of eighteenth-century Dutch colonial slavery, from the booming growth of Brazil in the nineteenth century to the modern-day coffeehouse imperialism of Starbucks. Much more than the mere chemicals that compose it, coffee is a bit of history itself.

And we consume it zealously. The world drinks about 1.5 billion cups per day—the United States alone drinks one-fifth of this. Coffee drinking is a cultural fixture that says as much about us as it does about the bean itself. A habit-forming stimulant, coffee is nonetheless associated with relaxation and sociability. In a society that combines buzzing overstimulation with soul-aching meaninglessness, coffee and its associated rituals are, for many of us, the lubricants that make it possible to go on.

Perhaps for this reason coffee occupies a distinctive niche in our cultural landscape. It is the major beverage besides alcohol to engender public houses devoted to its consumption (and both have done so since time immemorial). Uniquely, though,  coffee is welcome in almost any situation, from the car to the boardroom, from the breakfast table to the public park, alone or in company of any kind. Since its adoption as a beverage, coffee has been offered as an antipode to alcohol—more so even than abstinence, perhaps in recognition of a human need for joyfully mood-altering substances and the convivial social interactions that go along with them.

Only a handful of consumer goods have fueled the passions of the public as much as coffee. The subject of ancient propaganda and the object of countless prohibitions and promotions over the centuries, coffee has inspired impassioned struggles on the battlefields of economics, human rights, politics, and religion. Coffee may be a drink for sharing, but as a commodity it invites protectionism, oppression, and destruction. Its steamy past implicates the otherwise noble bean in early colonialism, various revolutions, the emergence of the bourgeoisie, lopsided international development, technological hubris, crushing global debt, and more. These forces, in turn, have shaped the way coffee has been incorporated into our culture and economy. Colonialism, for example, served as the primary reason for and vehicle of coffee’s spread throughout the globe; colonial powers dictated where coffee went and where it did not and established trading relationships that continue to this day.

The story of coffee also reveals how (and why) we interact with a plethora of other commodities, legal or not. Surprising similarities exist, for example, between coffee’s early history and the current controversy over marijuana. Today’s national debate over the merits of marijuana, although young by comparison, is the modern version of the strife surrounding coffee in other ages. The social acceptability of each has been affected by religious and political opinion, conflicting health claims, institutionalized cultural norms, and the moneyed interests of government and of private industry. The evolution of coffee’s social acceptability highlights the delicate dance of interests and “truths” that governs the ways in which we structure our societies.

Coffee is consumed with great fervor in rich countries such as the United States  yet is grown, with few exceptions, in the poorest parts of the globe. In fact, it was long one of the most valuable items of legal international trade, and it remains the United States’ largest nonalcoholic beverage import by value. It is the principal source of foreign exchange for dozens of countries around the world. The coffee in your cup is an immediate, tangible connection with the rural poor in some of the most destitute parts of the planet. It is a physical link across space and cultures from one end of the human experience to the other.

The coffee-trading system that has evolved to bring all this about is an intricate knot of economics, politics, and sheer power—a bizarre arena trod by giants: by some of the world’s largest transnational corporations, by enormous governments, and by vast trading cartels. The trip coffee takes from the crop to your cup turns out not to be so straightforward after all, but rather a turbulent and unpredictable ride through the waves and eddies of international commodity dynamics, where the product itself becomes secondary to the wash of money and power.

Even coffee drinks are not so straightforward anymore. While writing the first edition of this book we sucked down 83 double Americanos, 12 double espressos, 4 perfect ristrettos, 812 regular cups (from 241 French press-loads, plus 87 cups of drip coffee), 47 cups of Turkish coffee, a half-dozen regrettable cups of flavored coffee, 10 pounds of organic coffee, 7 pounds of Fair Trade coffee, a quarter-pound of chicory and a handful of hemp seeds as occasional adjuncts, 1 can of ground supermarket coffee (drunk mostly iced), 6 canned or bottled coffee drinks, 2 pints of coffee beer, a handful of mochas, 1 pint of coffee concentrate, a couple of cappuccinos, 1 espresso soda, and, just to see, a lone double tall low-fat soy orange decaf latte.

Since that edition of The Coffee Book came out in 1999, a lot has changed in the coffee industry. Vietnam rose from obscurity to become the world’s second largest producer, contributing to a worldwide coffee glut that precipitated a crash in which wholesale coffee prices hit their lowest level in all of recorded history. The Coffee  Crisis wreaked havoc on millions of already impoverished farmers and forced the industry to reevaluate its role as a conduit between the richest on the planet and the poorest.

At the same time, the specialty sector—the gourmet coffee industry that began to flourish in North America in the 1990s—has become an even larger part of the overall coffee industry, with thousands of new players, each vying to distinguish itself in a crowded and competitive market. But even this sector’s makeup is becoming more homogenized: half of all cafés in the United States are Starbucks outlets, up from just a fifth when The Coffee Book was first published.

For a century the industry lived and died by the benchmark New York “C”price, a composite that takes into account various commodity grades. But today, as traders and consumers increasingly consider origin and varietal, as well as the environmental and labor issues behind the coffee they purchase, the structure of the market is changing.

The growth of ethical consumerism has helped propel sustainable coffees—bird-friendly, organic, and Fair Trade coffees in particular—into the mainstream. Even large, mainstream coffee companies are dipping their toes into alternative approaches that help farmers and protect the environment, making some parts of the coffee trade at least bright spots in the otherwise dismal worldwide picture of heartless globalization.

Meanwhile, the rise of specialty teas and the emergence of energy drinks over the past few years has created new competition from non-coffee beverages.

And, since the first edition of this book, we’ve even managed to grow two magnificent, shiny coffee houseplants from Nicaraguan seeds. As we write this we’re eagerly awaiting the ripening of our first crop of three fat cherries.
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This coffee binge would not have been possible without the dedicated support of dozens of people, including Sarah Fan (second edition), Matt Weiland (first edition), and the rest of the crew at The New Press; TransFair USA; Mike Ferguson and Aaron Kiel at the Specialty Coffee Association of America; Joe DeRupo at the National Coffee Association; Robert Rice at the Smithsonian Migratory Bird Center; Ritual Coffee Roasters; Paul Katzeff at Thanksgiving Coffee; Rodney North at Equal Exchange; and the many coffee industry people who have been so helpful in providing us with information and opinions.
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A Brief History of Coffee

The history of coffeehouses, ere the invention of clubs, was that of the manners, the morals, and the politics of a people.

 

—ISAAC D’ISRAELI, Curiosities of Literature (1824)





The Social Drink

IN THE FAR REACHES OF ETHIOPIA’S FORESTED HIGHLANDS a knotted network of tree branches and tropical foliage creates a lush canopy over a forest floor brimming with life of all possible forms. Beneath the towering trees, smaller plants thrive in the dim sunshine peeping down from above. Where patches of this primordial landscape still remain, the scene has barely changed for millennia. But one member of this tropical ensemble has changed the scene everywhere else in the world. One dark, shiny-leafed plant, unremarkable among the wealth of understory greenery, has grown far beyond this ancestral habitat, sprouting up around the world, percolating through countless cultures and endless ages, and stimulating succeeding civilizations to thought and to action: coffee.

Used traditionally by nomadic mountain warriors of the Galla tribe in Ethiopia, where the plant is indigenous, coffee was first eaten as a food sometime between 575 and 850 C.E.—long before it was made into a hot beverage in 1000–1300 C.E. Originally, coffee beans were crushed into balls of animal fat and used for quick energy during long treks and warfare. The fat, combined with the high protein content  of raw coffee (not present in the beverage), was an early type of “energy bar” (a recipe for Bunna Qela—dried coffee beans—found in modern Ethiopian cookbooks echoes this early coffee preparation: it recommends mixing fire-roasted beans with salt and butter spiced with onion, fenugreek, white cumin, sacred basil, cardamom, oregano, and turmeric). Concentrated nourishment coupled with caffeine had the added benefit of inducing heightened acts of savagery during warfare. Other tribes of Northeast Africa reputedly used the beans as a porridge or drank a wine fermented from its fruit. Its use seems to have been common and long-standing in its native range before outsiders began their torrid affair with the fragrant bean.

While the Galla and other groups who used coffee traditionally have their own stories of its origin, the Western myths of coffee’s incorporation into our culture are variously divine or serendipitous and are closely associated with Islam. One well-known legend has it that coffee was discovered by a young Ethiopian goatherd named Kaldi (which means “hot” in ancient Arabic), who noticed his goats behaving frenetically after eating red berries from a nearby bush. Curious and hoping to energize himself, Kaldi tried some. To his delight, his tiredness quickly faded into a fresh burst of energy, and he began dancing about excitedly with his goats. The daily habit that Kaldi soon developed was noticed by a monk from a local monastery. The monk tried the fruits himself, and, noticing the effect, came upon the idea of boiling the berries to make a drink to help the monks stay awake during long religious services. News of the berry  drink spread rapidly throughout all the monasteries in the kingdom; the more zealous monks drank it to spend a longer time praying.

Historic Timeline 

	1000	Physician and philosopher Avicenna of Bukhara is the first writer to describe the medicinal properties of coffee, which he calls bunchum 
	1470–99	Coffee use spreads to Mecca and Medina
	1517	Sultan Selim I introduces coffee to Constantinople after con quering Egypt
	1554	The first coffeehouses open in Constantinople
	1570–80	Religious authorities in Constantinople order coffee houses to close
	1600	Coffee is brought into southern India by a Muslim pilgrim named Baba Budan
	1616	Coffee is brought from Mocha to Holland
	1645	The first coffeehouse opens in Venice
	1650	The first coffeehouse opens in England, at Oxford
	1658	The Dutch begin coffee cultiva tion in Ceylon
	1668	Coffee is introduced to North America
	1669	Coffee catches on in Paris, when a Turkish ambassador spends a year at the court of Louis XIV
	1670	Coffee is introduced to Germany
	1674	The Women’s Petition Against Coffee is published in London
	1675	King Charles II orders the closing of all London coffee houses, calling them “places of sedition”
	1679	The physicians of Marseilles attempt to discredit coffee by claiming it is harmful to health
	1679	The first coffeehouse in Germany opens, in Hamburg
	1689	The first enduring Parisian café, Café de Procope, opens
	1696	New York’s first coffeehouse, the King’s Arms, opens
	1706	The first samples of coffee grown in Java are brought back to the Amsterdam botani cal gardens
	1714	A coffee plant, raised from a seed of the Java samples, is presented by the Dutch to Louis XIV and maintained in the Jardin des Plantes in Paris
	1720	The still-enduring Caffè Florian opens in Florence
	1723	Gabriel Mathieu de Clieu brings a coffee seedling from France to Martinique
	1727	Francisco de Mello Palheta brings seeds and plants from French Guiana to Brazil
	1730	The English bring coffee culti vation to Jamaica
	1732	Johann Sebastian Bach com poses The Coffee Cantata in Leipzig, parodying the German paranoia over the growing popularity of the drink
	1777	King Frederick the Great of Prussia issues a manifesto denouncing coffee in favor of the national drink, beer
	1809	The first coffee imported from Brazil arrives in Salem, Massachusetts
	1869	Coffee leaf rust is first noticed in Ceylon; within ten years the disease wipes out a majority of the coffee plantations in India, Ceylon, and other parts of Asia
	1873	The first successful national brand of packaged roast ground coffee, Ariosa, is put on the U.S. market by John Arbuckle
	1882	The New York Coffee Exchange commences business
	1904	Fernando Illy invents the mod ern espresso machine
	1906	Brazil attempts to increase world coffee prices by with holding some from the market through the “Valorization of Coffee”
	1910	German decaffeinated coffee is introduced to the U.S. market by Merck and Co., under the name Dekafa
	1911	U.S. coffee roasters organize into a national association, the precursor to the National Coffee Association
	1928	The Colombian Coffee Federation is established
	1930–44	Brazil destroys 78 million bags of coffee in an attempt to raise global prices
	1938	Nestlé technicians in Brazil invent the first commercially successful instant coffee, Nescafé—still the world’s lead ing brand
	1939–45	U.S. troops bring instant coffee to a global audience
	1959	Juan Valdez becomes the face of Colombian coffee
	1962	Peak in U.S. per capita con sumption: more than three cups per person per day
	1962	International Coffee Agreement establishes a worldwide cartel to control coffee supply
	1971	The first Starbucks opens, in Seattle
	1973	The first Fair Trade coffee is imported into Europe from Guatemala
	1975	Brazil suffers a severe frost that sends coffee prices skyrocket ing to historic highs
	1989	International Coffee Agreement collapses; world prices plum met to historic lows
	early 90s	Specialty coffee takes off in the United States
	late 90s	Organic coffee becomes the fastest growing segment of the specialty coffee industry
	1999	TransFair USA launches the first Fair Trade Certified coffee in the United States
	2001–03	World coffee prices fall to their lowest real levels ever; millions of coffee farmers face a devas tating crisis
	2005	Specialty coffee represents half of the U.S. coffee market by value; Fair Trade Certified coffee is its fastest-growing segment














Another legend linked to Islam holds that the Angel Gabriel came to a sickly Mohammed in a dream, showing him the berry and telling the prophet of its potential to heal and to stimulate the prayers of his followers. In fact, Islam and the coffee bean seem to have spread through the Arabian peninsula during the same period, so it is perhaps not surprising that they are associated with each other. Subsequent antipathy toward coffee on the part of some Islamic authorities shows, however, that this identification was not absolute.

 



Kaldi dancing with his goats.
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In what was to become a recurring pattern of introduction, early users valued coffee as a medicament more than as a beverage. Although some authorities date coffee’s first cultivation back to 575 C.E. in Yemen, it was not until the tenth century that the bean was described in writing, first by the philosopher and astronomer Rhazes (850–922 C.E.), then by the philosopher and physician Avicenna of Bukhara (980–1037 C.E.). Referring to a drink called bunchum, which many believe to be coffee, Avicenna wrote, “It fortifies the members, it cleans the skin, and dries up the humidities that are under it, and gives an excellent smell to all the body.” 1

By the late sixteenth century, European travelers to the Middle East had described the drink in their travel journals, noting that it was commonly used as a remedy for a whole litany of maladies, particularly those relating to the stomach. During this time German physician and botanist Leonhard Rauwolf included in his travel journal from the Middle East one of the earliest European accounts of coffee and the already popular coffee habit he found there: “they have a very good drink they call Chaube [coffee] that is almost as black as ink and very good in illness, chiefly that of the stomach; Of this they drink in the morning early in open places before everybody, without any fear or regard, out of China cups, as hot as they can . . .” 2

As Islamic law prohibits the use of alcohol, the soothing, cheering effect of coffee helped it to become an increasingly popular substitute in Islamic countries, particularly Turkey. During the sixteenth century most coffee beans were procured  from southern Yemen, although a limited amount came from Ceylon, where the Arabs had apparently been cultivating it since about 1500. Mocha, on the Red Sea in Yemen, and Jidda, the port of Mecca, were the main ports for coffee export. Under the expansive Ottoman Empire of the Middle Ages, coffee, increasingly celebrated for more than its medical wonders, continued to grow in popularity and to reach a wider area. The drink came to be considered as important as bread and water and declared to be nutritive, refreshing weary Turkish soldiers and easing the labor pains of women, who were allowed to drink it. In fact, a Turkish law was eventually passed making it grounds for divorce if a husband refused his wife coffee. Eventually, the Turkish word kaveh gave rise to the English coffee as well as the French café and the Italian caffè.

By the mid-sixteenth century the drink had become so popular that drinkers in Constantinople, Cairo, and Mecca formed special areas in which to drink it: the world’s first coffeehouses. Such establishments became centers for playing chess and other games, discussing the news of the day, singing, dancing, making music, and, of course, drinking coffee. Known as “schools of the cultured,” these gathering places became popular with all classes and increased in number quickly.

The enthusiasm for coffee in this milieu would be startling even for the most committed modern coffee fiend. One of the earliest paeans to coffee was written in 1587 by Sheik Ansari Djezeri Hanball Abd-al-Kadir: Oh Coffee, you dispel the worries of the Great, you point the way to those who have wandered from the path of knowledge. Coffee is the drink of the friends of God, and of His servants who seek wisdom.

. . . No one can understand the truth until he drinks of its frothy goodness. Those who condemn coffee as causing man harm are fools in the eyes of God.

Coffee is the common man’s gold, and like gold it brings to every man the feeling of luxury and nobility.... Take time in your preparations of coffee and God will be with you and bless you and your table. Where coffee is served there is grace and splendor and friendship and happiness.

All cares vanish as the coffee cup is raised to the lips. Coffee flows through your body as freely as your life’s blood, refreshing all that it touches: look you at the youth and vigor of those who drink it.

Whoever tastes coffee will forever forswear the liquor of the grape. Oh drink of God’s glory, your purity brings to man only well-being and nobility.3





Despite its growing popularity, coffee remained a monopoly of the Arab world, and the secrets behind its cultivation were jealously guarded; foreigners were strictly forbidden from visiting coffee farms, and the beans could be exported only after boiling or heating to destroy their germinating potential. Nonetheless, increased travel by Europeans coupled with the steady expansion and integration of the Ottoman Empire slowly  eroded the producers’ capacity to maintain protective walls around this precious commodity ; by the early seventeenth century monopolistic control inevitably began to crumble. A pilgrim from India named Baba Budan allegedly smuggled out the first germinable seeds from Mecca to Mysore around 1600. Not long after, in 1616, Dutch spies succeeded in smuggling out coffee plants that they eventually cultivated in their colonies in Java. Coffee was now in the hands of enough different interests to make its spread around the world inevitable.

Venetian traders, who had well-established commerce with the Levant, were the first to introduce coffee to Europe in the early seventeenth century. With coffee imported through the major ports of Venice and Marseilles, the first European coffee trade infrastructure took form. “Coffee is harvested in the neighborhood of Mecca,” reported the Paris Mercure Galant in 1696. “Thence it is conveyed to the port of Jidda. Thence it is shipped to Suez, and transported by camels to Alexandria. There, in the Egyptian warehouses, French and Venetian merchants buy the stock of coffee beans they require for their respective homelands.”4

In its early days in Italy, coffee was sold with other drinks by lemonade vendors and enjoyed by all classes. By the mid-seventeenth century at least some of the activity had moved into coffeehouses, described by the coffee historian William Ukers:The coffeehouse gradually became the common resort of all classes. In the morning came the merchants, lawyers, physicians, brokers, workers, and wandering vendors; in the afternoons, and until the late hours of the nights, the leisure classes, including the ladies. For the most part, the rooms of the first Italian caffès were low, simple, unadorned, without windows, and only poorly illuminated by tremulous and uncertain lights. Within them, however, joyous throngs passed to and fro, clad in varicolored garments, men and women chatting in groups here and there, and always above  the buzz there were to be heard such choice bits of scandal as made worthwhile a visit to the coffeehouse.5





Once coffee was in Europe, news of it spread, inspiring enterprising travelers and recent immigrants to import the bean. The first English coffeehouse opened in 1650, in the university town of Oxford, apparently by a Jewish man named Jacob. Increasingly popular among its natural constituency—students—coffeehouses (quickly growing in number) became regular meeting places for what were to become several of England’s first social clubs.

Two years after the first coffeehouse opened in Oxford, an Armenian (or Greek, by some accounts) man from Smyrna named Pasqua Rosée opened the first London coffeehouse. Brought to London as a servant by a merchant named Daniel Edwards, Rosée served coffee each morning to Edwards’s house guests, who grew in number over time, curious about the new drink. The practice drew in so many visitors that Rosée, financed by Edwards, eventually opened a coffeehouse in St. Michael’s Alley at Cornhill. The idea took off. In the years that followed, the explosive growth of coffeehouses served to firmly establish the beverage in England; by 1715 there were as many as 2,000 coffeehouses in London alone.

 



Frontispiece of King James I’s Two BroadSides Against Tobacco, 1674. Early European coffee imagery highlighted the drink’s exotic origins.
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In England, doctors were some of the early staunch proponents of coffee, promoting the beverage for its supposed healing abilities. Some even considered it an effective remedy against the plague. In The Virtue and Use of Coffee, with Regard to the Plague, and other Infectious Distempers (1721) Richard Bradley wrote, “It is remark’d by several Learned Men abroad, that Coffee is of excellent Use in the time of Pestilence,  and contributes greatly to prevent the Spreading of Infection. . . .”6 Some went so far as to describe coffee as a medical panacea, as demonstrated in a 1657 advertisement printed in the old English newspaper The Publick Adviser: In Bartholomew Lane, on the backside of the old Exchange, the drink called Coffee, which is a very wholesom [sic] and Physical drink, having many excellent virtues, closes the orifice of the Stomach, fortifies the heat within, helpeth Digestion, quickeneth the Spirits, maketh the heart lightsome, is good against Eyesores, Coughs or Colds, Rhumes, Consumptions, Headache, Dropsie, Gout, Scurvy, King’s Evil, and many others, is to be sold both in the morning, and at three of the clock in the afternoon.7





Public knowledge of coffee’s pharmacological qualities greatly facilitated acceptance of the new drink and made the frequenting of coffeehouses seem almost virtuous in contrast to their alternative, taverns. To Puritans of the time, coffee was widely viewed as an answer to the rather widespread problem of public drunkenness, a natural result of the fact that beer was consumed with almost every meal. In 1660 James Howell wrote, “‘Tis found already, that this coffee drink hath caused a greater sobriety among the Nations. Whereas formerly Apprentices and clerks with others used to take their morning’s draught of Ale, Beer, or Wine, which by the dizziness they Cause in the Brain, made many unfit for business, they use now to play the Good-fellows in this wakeful and civil drink.”8

The historian Michelet used stronger words to describe the transformation from alcohol abuse to coffee use:... For at length the tavern has been dethroned, the detestable tavern where, half a century ago, our young folks rioted among wine-tubs and harlots. Fewer drunken  songs o’ night time, fewer nobles lying in the gutter.... Coffee the sobering beverage, a mighty nutriment of the brain, unlike spirituous liquors, increases purity and clarity; coffee, which clears the imagination of fogs and heavy vapours; which illumines the reality of things with the white light of truth; anti-erotic coffee, which at length substitutes stimulation of the mind for stimulation of the sexual faculties!9





Coffee was also viewed by some as a healing solution to a more serious but still common addiction—opium. In 1785 Dr. Benjamin Moseley wrote, “Among the many valuable qualities of Coffee, that of its being an antidote to the abuse of Opium, must not be considered as the least; for as mankind is not content with the wonderful efficacy derived from the prudent use of Opium, the abuse of it is productive of many evils, that are only remediable by Coffee.”10

But coffee’s virtuous and healthful properties were only one reason coffee drinking became so popular; coffeehouses also offered a new form of entertainment that resonated with the Puritan ethic. A pamphlet published in 1675, Coffeehouses Vindicated, explained why many people began to prefer coffeehouses to taverns:First, in regard to easy expense . . . here, for a penny or two, you may spend two or three hours, have the shelter of a house, the warmth of a fire, the diversion of company. . . . Secondly, for sobriety.... Lastly for diversion . . . where can young gentlemen, or shopkeepers, more innocently and advantageously spend an hour or two in the evening than at a coffee-house? . . . it is the sanctuary of health, the nursery of temperance, the delight of frugality, and academy of civility, the free-school of ingenuity!11





Typically situated on the second floor of a building, the first English coffeehouses had an atmosphere not so very different from those we frequent today. Early coffeehouses  consisted of a single large room with several tables, allowing for the discussion of disparate subjects. Although coffeehouses developed reputations based upon their clientele (there were, for instance, distinctly business coffeehouses, complete with separate rooms for mercantile transactions), they were all open to members of every class—or every class that could pay for the privilege, at any rate.

This mixing of classes, so infrequent in other social venues of the time, was one of the characteristics that distinguished the coffeehouses as a means of entertainment: “The close intercourse between the habitués of the coffeehouse,” wrote the historian Edward Robinson, “was to lead to something more than a mere jumbling or huddling together of opposites. The diverse elements gradually united in the bonds of common sympathy, or were forcibly combined by persecution from without, until there resulted a social, political and moral force of almost irresistible strength.”12

Crowded with people from all walks of life discussing politics and cultural matters, coffeehouses became centers for urban social life—the drink itself fueling political discussion and, often, social upheaval. Accustomed to paying a penny to enter the coffeehouse and spend a good long while reading the papers and conversing with neighbors, the English nicknamed seventeenth-century coffeehouses “penny universities” for the inexpensive education they provided.

The arrival of coffeehouses at this moment in British (and more generally European) history provided a space within which the newly educated and active bourgeoisie could coalesce into a body of interests. In this way, the various scenes at coffeehouses embodied the zeitgeist of a place. “Coffeehouses provided [the middle classes] with a place for the interchange of ideas, and for the formation of public opinion,” wrote the historian Harold Routh. “They were (although those who frequented them were not fully conscious of the fact) brotherhoods for the diffusion of a new humanism—and only at these foci could an author come into contact with the thought of his generation.”13

Not surprisingly, then, coffeehouses evolved as early prototypes for the first social clubs and other social institutions created by the emerging Third Estate for their own organization and expression. The Royal Society, by way of example, is considered to have begun in 1655 as a regular gathering of students originally called the Oxford Coffee Club. The club met at Tillyard’s, an early Oxford coffeehouse. One historical account describes the transformation from coffeehouse gathering to social club:The evolution of the modern club has been so simple that it can be traced with great ease. First the tavern or coffeehouse, where a certain number of people met on special evenings for purposes of social conversation, and incidentally consumed a good deal of liquid refreshment; then the beginnings of the club proper—some well-known house of refreshment being taken over from the proprietor by a limited number of clients for their own exclusive use, and the landlord retained as manager; and finally the palatial modern club, not necessarily sociable, but replete with every comfort, and owned by the members themselves ...14





Lloyd’s of London also evolved from a coffeehouse, one that primarily served seafarers and merchants. In his late-seventeenth-century coffeehouse, Edward Lloyd established a list detailing ships’ cargo and their schedules. Underwriters came to his coffeehouse to sell shipping insurance and merchants came to keep track of the ships. From this tradition emerged Lloyd’s of London, today one of the largest insurance firms in the world. Attendants at this institution are still called “waiters,” as they were in the former coffeehouse three centuries ago.

If the English were swayed by the medical virtues of coffee and the sociability of their myriad coffeehouses, Parisians were finally won over for the sake of fashion. Already a favorite in Marseilles, the drink only became popular in Paris during the visit of a Turkish ambassador. Suleyman Aga spent 1669 at the court of Louis XIV  and was apparently single-handedly responsible for the French allowing coffee to take its place alongside wine as part of the daily liquid intake. When he arrived in Paris, he brought a sizable amount of coffee, and he introduced Turkish-style coffee to the numerous Parisians he entertained. During that year, the haute société of Paris fell under the spell of “Turkomania”—everything Turkish came into vogue. Of that period in Paris, Isaac D’Israeli wrote:A Turkish ambassador at Paris made the beverage highly fashionable.... The elegance of the equipage recommended it to the eye, and charmed the women: the brilliant porcelain cups, in which it was poured; the napkins fringed with gold, and the  Turkish slaves on their knees presenting it to the ladies, seated on cushions, turned the heads of the Parisian dames. This elegant introduction made the exotic beverage a subject of conversation.15

 



Lloyd’s Coffeehouse in the seventeenth century. Patrons catch up on the latest shipping news while others peddle insurance.
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Writing Le bourgeois gentilhomme in 1670, Molière satirized the Parisian Turkomania as the extreme of absurdity and made fun of people trying to be Turkish simply by dressing like Turks and drinking Turkish-style coffee (which was, and remains, originally Arabic coffee). Little seems to have changed: modern Turkish coffee—ground to a powder with roast cardamom and thrice boiled in a longhandled ibrik—continues to have an exotic appeal to Western coffee drinkers, not to mention a powerful kick.

Although several small coffee establishments had opened in Paris earlier, Café de Procope was France’s first enduring coffeehouse. Originally from Italy, Procopio Cultelli opened Café de Procope in 1689, directly opposite the recently established Comédie Française in Paris. The location proved successful; the café instantly became the meeting ground for actors, writers, dramatists, and musicians of the time.

Although in its heyday it had regularly hosted such famous patrons as Voltaire, Rousseau, Beaumarchais, and Diderot, the café lost much of its literary reputation after the French Revolution. Only in the last half of the nineteenth century, when bohemians such as Verlaine became regulars, did its hip reputation return, albeit temporarily. Today the café is a restaurant, but it retains the historic name.

Like the French, the Austrians also acquired the coffee habit from the Ottomans, but under very different circumstances. Although the Viennese had been introduced to the drink about two decades earlier, the city did not open its first coffeehouse until 1683, following the procurement of a rather unexpected coffee supply. In that year, when the Turks were defeated in battle outside of Vienna, they abandoned their supplies. These apparently included several thousand head of livestock and camels as well  as several thousand sacks of exotic foods from the Middle East—several hundred of which turned out to contain coffee. While some speculated that the beans might be animal feed, a Pole named Kolshitsky was familiar with them from his travels to the Middle East and opened Vienna’s first coffeehouse.

In fact, regardless of how coffee entered into use in a given country—as medicine, as vogue trend, as social happening, as stimulating drug, as temperance beverage, as exotic drink, as war booty—and regardless of the cultural norms and attitudes that it challenged, it always persisted and grew into a central part of day-to-day life. Once introduced, the popularity of coffeehouses and their proliferation served to institutionalize the coffee ritual and firmly establish its presence in European society.




Backlash to the Enfeebling Liquor

While coffeehouses served as the early social clubs of the time, the drink itself has seemingly galvanized drinkers to develop and act upon their own convictions. It was, for instance, from the Café Foy in 1789 that Camille Desmoulins led the mob that, two days later, brought down the Bastille. It was in a Boston coffeehouse in 1773 that American dissidents planned the Boston Tea Party. And it was in a New York coffee-house at the dawn of the American Revolution that citizens convened a mass meeting in response to the battles at Lexington and Concord. “One of the most interesting facts in the history of the coffee drink,” asserts the coffee partisan Ukers, “is that  wherever it has been introduced it has spelled revolution. It has been the world’s most radical drink in that its function has always been to make people think. And when the people began to think, they became dangerous to tyrants and to foes of liberty of thought and action.”16

It isn’t hard to see why any widely popular substance that made people clearly see their situation and the condition of their people was bound to become suspect to national and religious authorities and, by virtue of its enormous popularity, to be resisted by jealous business competitors. Coffee inevitably triggered a backlash. Even at the dawn of the first coffeehouses in sixteenth-century Islamic countries, pious Muslims began to protest because they felt the mosques were too empty and the coffeehouses too full. During this era distrust and uncertainty about the drink’s effects, the freely spoken political and religious discussions, and the merry carryings-on at coffeehouses provoked the mufti in Constantinople to forbid drinking coffee by law.

Nevertheless, coffee drinking continued in secret, and coffeehouses were slowly reestablished. Coffee prohibitions were repeated several times in coffee’s early Turkish history, and during one ban second-time offenders were allegedly sewn up in leather bags and thrown into the Bosporus. In sixteenth-century Mecca and Cairo, coffee faced similar prejudices and prohibitions, as religious intolerance and civil authorities occasionally intervened to suppress its popularity, though only temporarily.

Ironically, civil authorities often issued coffeehouse prohibitions claiming that they bred riotous mobs, when in fact the bans themselves created widespread public unrest. Strong public protests following any ban on coffee or coffeehouses always eventually won out; coffee was here to stay.

The early rise of coffee consumption in Europe in some ways resembled the tortuous path to acceptance that it had taken in the Middle East: religious fanaticism also briefly threatened coffee’s future in Christendom and spawned its own semimythical appropriation of the bean. A legend holds that long before the first coffeehouse  had opened in Italy in 1645 (and according to many accounts, several years before coffee had even been widely available in Italy) a group of priests in Rome appealed to Pope Clement VIII (1535–1605) to prohibit Christians from drinking coffee, calling it an invention of Satan. The priests claimed that coffee was given to Satan’s followers, the Muslims, as a substitute for forbidden wine, and that Christians who drank it might lose their souls to Satan. Their plans were thwarted, however, by Pope Clement’s discriminating palate. Tasting his first cup of coffee, Clement found the flavor quite agreeable and, reasoning that such an appealing elixir could not possibly be the work of Satan, opted instead to baptize it and make it a Christian drink.

The almost instant popularity of coffeehouses also naturally incited some antipathy from taverners, who saw a noticeable decline in their business. Not surprisingly, many of the early broadsides against coffee were written by them. One of the better known of these in England, A Cup of Coffee: or, Coffee in its Colours, was published in 1663, and begins:For men and Christians to turn Turks, and think 
T’excuse the Crime because ‘tis in their drink, 
Is more than Magick . . . 
Pure English Apes! Ye may, for ought I know, 
Would it but mode, learn to eat Spiders too.17





But taverners were not the only jealous opponents of coffeehouses. In 1674 the popularity of coffeehouses incited women in England to protest with The Women’s Petition Against Coffee, representing to public consideration the grand inconveniences accruing to their sex from the excessive use of the drying and enfeebling Liquor. Protesting their being left alone too much in the evenings (at the time in England, coffeehouses were not open to women), the women complained “that coffee makes a man as barren  as the desert out of which this unlucky berry has been imported; that since its coming the offspring of our mighty forefathers are on the way to disappear as if they were monkeys and swine.”18 Later that year, the men answered with The Men’s Answer to the Women’s Petition Against Coffee, vindicating . . . their liquor, from the undeserved aspersion lately cast upon them, in their scandalous pamphlet. This hilarious piece of writing includes the following defense of coffee:Could it be Imagined, that ungrateful Women, after so much laborious Drudgery, both by Day and Night, and the best of our Blood and Spirits spent in your Service, you should thus publickly Complain? . . . But why must innocent Coffee be the object of your Spleen? That harmless and healing Liquor, which Indulgent Providence first sent amongst us, at a time when Brimmers of Rebellion, and Fanetick Zeal had intoxicated the Nation, and we wanted a Drink at once to make us Sober and Merry . . . for the truth is, it rather assists us for your Nocturnal Benevolencies, by drying up those Crude Flatulent Humours, which otherwise would make us only Flash in the Pan, without doing that Thundering Execution which your Expectations exact, we dare Appeal to Experience in the Café . . . the Physical qualities of this Liquor are almost Innumerable . . . Coffee Collects and settles the Spirits, makes the erection more Vigorous, the Ejaculation more full, adds a spiritualescency to the Sperme, and renders it more firm and suitable to the Gusto of the womb, and proportionate to the ardours and expectation too, of the female Paramour.19





In addition to competing business and gender interests, coffeehouses began to feel the heat from the king. Increasingly uncomfortable with the free and potentially seditious speech and association that characterized coffeehouses, King Charles II proclaimed their suppression at the end of 1675. Announcements were posted forbidding the operation of coffeehouses after January 10, claiming that, “in such houses ...  divers false, malicious, and scandalous reports are devised and spread abroad to the Defamation of his Majesty’s Government, and to the Disturbance of the Peace and Quiet of the Realm; his Majesty hath thought fit and necessary, that the said Coffeehouses be (for the future) Put down, and suppressed . . .”20
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Many protested against the decree, including the coffee dealers, who pointed out to the king that he himself earned good revenues from the trade. Within a few days the Crown gave up and reinstated coffeehouses, but with an additional tax and the condition that proprietors pledge not to sell pamphlets, books, or leaflets or allow speeches on their premises.

Whereas coffee’s reputed healthful properties were widely known and facilitated England’s ready adoption of the new drink, health was to play a slightly different role in France’s early coffee history. Merchants who did business in the Levant had brought coffee to Marseilles in about 1660, but it was not until a few years later that a group of apothecaries and other merchants brought the first commercial shipment in from Egypt. By the 1670s coffeehouses had become quite common in the port city, and coffee drinking had risen dramatically. The physicians, who had earlier prescribed the drink as a medicament in keeping with contemporary medical opinion in Britain and Arabia, became increasingly anxious about growth in the coffee habit, since the now easily procured coffee might adversely affect their business. Breaking with their more sober colleagues abroad, the French doctors launched an attack against coffee reminiscent of the English taverners’ smear campaign. In 1679 the physicians publicly denounced coffee, claiming it was poison and would disagree with inhabitants of the hot and dry climate of Marseilles. In a dispute held at the Marseilles town hall, the physician Colomb argued, We note with horror that this beverage, thanks to the qualities that have been incautiously ascribed to it, has tended almost completely to disaccustom people from the enjoyment of wine—although any candid observer must admit that neither in respect of taste or smell, not yet of colour, nor yet of any of its essential characteristics, is it worthy to be named in the same breath with fermented liquor, with wine! . . . And why? Because the Arabs had described it as excellent. They had done so because it was one of their own national products, and also because its use had been disclosed to men by goats, by camels, or God knows what beasts! . . . the burned particles, which it contains in large quantities, have so violent an energy that, when they enter the blood, they attract the lymph and dry the kidneys. Furthermore, they are dangerous to the brain, for, after having dried up the cerebro-spinal fluid and the convolutions, they open the pores of the body, with the results that the somniferous animal forces are overcome. In this way the ashes contained in coffee produce such obstinate wakefulness that the nervous juices are dried up; . . . the upshot being general exhaustion, paralysis, and impotence . . . For these reasons, we have to infer that the drinking and the use of coffee would be injurious to the inhabitants of Marseilles.21
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But, in keeping with the general tendency of the public to ignore even the direst of medical warnings, especially when it comes to psychoactive drugs, people continued to drink coffee in coffeehouses and in the home.

In Germany, travelers such as Rauwolf had described coffee from journeys in the Middle East dating back to the late 1500s, but the first coffeehouse did not open until about a century later, around 1680, in Hamburg. Once introduced, coffeehouses  spread quickly throughout Germanic lands. However, it took until about the latter half of the eighteenth century for coffee to enter German homes and gradually replace warm beer and flour soup at the breakfast table. The slow acceptance there was due in part to a general distrust of things considered “un-German,” a long-standing national fondness for their locally produced beer, and ongoing prohibitions, taxes, and libel specifically directed against coffee.

These cultural currents are reflected in The Coffee Cantata, written by Johann Sebastian Bach in Leipzig in 1732, just as coffee was beginning to catch on for some and engender antipathy from others. One of Bach’s secular cantatas, the piece is a sort of one-act operetta that lightheartedly parodies the increasing paranoia about coffee addiction—among other tactics, coffee opponents in Germany at that time urged that coffee should be forbidden to women on the grounds that it caused sterility. In the libretto (based on a poem by the writer Piccander) a father’s obsessive concern about his daughter’s coffee addiction has the daughter sing out defiantly, insisting, “If three times a day I don’t drink my bowl of coffee, then in agony I’ll wither like a dried-out chunk of roasted goat.... Ah! How sweet coffee tastes! Lovelier than a thousand kisses, sweeter far than muscatel wine! I must have my coffee, and if any one wishes to please me, let him present me with—coffee!”22 Interestingly, Bach—apparently an avid coffee drinker—wrote the piece through his collegium musicum, an ensemble of musicians and professors who met regularly and held public performances every Friday evening at Zimmermann’s, a famous Leipzig coffeehouse.

In Prussia and Hanover coffee eventually met with opposition for economic reasons. Noting the huge amounts of money flowing to foreign coffee merchants, Frederick the Great became increasingly critical of coffee, and in 1777 he issued a Coffee and Beer Manifesto, declaring: It is disgusting to notice the increase in the quantity of coffee used by my subjects, and the amount of money that goes out of the country in consequence. Everybody is using coffee. If possible, this must be prevented. My people must drink beer. His Majesty was brought up on beer, and so were his ancestors, and his officers. Many battles have been fought and won by soldiers nourished on beer; and the King does not believe that coffee-drinking soldiers can be depended upon to endure hardship or to beat his enemies in case of the occurrence of another war.23





Frederick initially sought to ban coffee (in favor of chicory, a domestic substitute), but in 1781 the government realized how hard it was to enforce coffee prohibition. It was replaced by a royal monopoly on the drink, prohibiting roasting except in royal establishments. Private coffee roasting licenses were also made available to the nobility, clergy, and higher officials. Coffee supplies were purchased from the government, which served to increase Frederick’s income substantially. Not surprisingly, such private licenses were not available to commoners, who could never afford them. The badge given for a coffee roasting license came to represent a sort of membership in the upper class, and commoners were forced to seek cheaper coffee substitutes such as barley, wheat, corn, chicory, and dried figs—or to procure it illegally. To help enforce the ban against roasting, disabled soldiers were often employed as “coffee sniffers” to sniff out those roasting without a license. Frederick had turned coffee into a drink of the nobility, a badge of privilege.

In 1784 another manifesto to ban coffee drinking among the lower classes was issued in Cologne, allowing it only for those who could afford to buy it in huge quantities—in effect making it available only to the wealthy:To our great displeasure we have learned that in our Duchy of Westphalia the misuse of the coffee beverage has become so extended that to counteract the evil we  command that . . . no one shall sell coffee roasted or not roasted under a fine of one hundred dollars, or two years in prison, for each offense.

Every coffee-roasting and coffee-serving place shall be closed and dealers and hotel-keepers are to get rid of their coffee supplies in four weeks. It is only permitted to obtain from the outside coffee for one’s own consumption in lots of fifty pounds. House fathers and mothers shall not allow their work people, especially their washing and ironing women, to prepare coffee, or to allow it in any manner under a penalty of one hundred dollars.... To the one who reports such persons as act contrary to this decree shall be granted one-half of the said money fine with absolute silence as to his name .24





The anti-coffee police apparatus in the German states in this period closely parallels today’s situation for illegal drugs. Any modern black marketeer would be familiar with the personal use provisions, drug sniffers, anonymous tip hotlines, and uneven, class-based nature of the German coffee laws of the late eighteenth century. The vehemence of the official reaction against coffee in these states as compared to other European countries stems in part from their lack of tropical colonies. The vested interests that arose in countries such as Great Britain, France, and the Netherlands over coffee production in their tropical colonies easily overpowered any objections to its consumption. Coffee, however, was already firmly entrenched in German habits, and it managed to survive the various taxations, prohibitions, and general suppression exercised against its use. Today, in fact, Germany is the world’s third largest coffee consumer.
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