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THE WAY WE LIVE NOW

I see I have been bitter. But what would you think of someone who could write such things without bitterness?

‘MULTATULI’, Max Havelaar, or the Coffee Auctions of the Dutch Trading Company (1860)

The catastrophically low price currently paid to the producers of coffee is leading to the largest enforced global lay-off of workers in history. Nonetheless, it is remarkable how little agreement there is concerning the numbers of people who are dependent on coffee growing for their livelihood. The Wall Street Journal, a newspaper not given to exaggeration in matters of business, estimated that some 125 million people depended on coffee in 2002. ActionAid claimed 60 million, Fair Trade 100 million. The World Bank has calculated that there are 25 million small producers in developing countries who depend on coffee as their sole source of income, each supporting an average of five family members: this is the equivalent of the entire population of Japan, the world’s eighth most populous country. Furthermore, the Bank estimates that a staggering 500 million people globally are involved directly or indirectly in the coffee trade. This figure is echoed by Dow Jones Commodity Services, which also assesses the importance of coffee to developed countries too: they have calculated, inter alia, that 300,000 people work in Italy’s 110,000 coffee shops, serving 70 million cups of espresso per day.

The coffee market in the USA is worth $19 billion annually, with 161 million consumers directly serviced by 150,000 full- or part-time workers. The Specialty Association of America estimates that if everyone from coffee machine mechanics to styrofoam cup makers were accounted for, the figure for those involved in the business would leap to 1.5 million. In Japan, a leading roaster has claimed that over 3 million jobs – 4.5 per cent of the workforce – are directly or indirectly related to coffee. While the industry is keen to stress the importance of coffee, if only to alert politicians to the gravity of the problems affecting it, clearly there is huge international dependence on the trade.

As long as the price that coffee fetches on the world market continues to be lower than the cost of production, smallholders and farmers must subsidize coffee consumers. They cannot do this indefinitely. The result is unemployment and the loss of livelihood on the vast scale commensurate with the numbers previously employed. Thus the World Bank estimates that between the years 2000 and 2002 some 600,000 workers in the coffee industry lost their jobs in Central America alone. This is the equivalent of the entire population of the city of Bristol becoming unemployed. With no sign of a meaningful price recovery, this employment crisis is getting much worse, rapidly and globally. It has started to cause political and social disruption, poverty and privation on an unprecedented level in countries where the national economies are frequently already extremely fragile. There has also been a fundamental shift in the recipients of the coffee trade’s largesse. In 1991 the global coffee market was worth around $30 billion, of which producing countries received $12 billion, or 40 per cent. Current figures suggest that the global revenues from coffee sales are in the region of $55 billion, of which only $7 billion (13 per cent) goes to the exporting nations. Coffee is the world’s most valuable trading commodity after oil, but the share of the coffee trade enjoyed by producers has fallen by two-thirds in ten years, whilst transnational coffee companies have reaped huge windfall profits from the low price that they now need to pay for the commodity. The average price paid to producers of coffee internationally has fallen 80 per cent since their last high in 1997: over the same period, the average retail price of the keenly competitive major US brands has fallen to $2.75 per pound, only 27 per cent less than its peak. The price of instant coffee in the UK, which represents 85 per cent of that market, has fallen by a paltry 5 per cent since the same date. The four multinational roasters that dominate the world coffee trade – Procter & Gamble, Nestlé, Sara Lee, and Phillip Morris account for 40 per cent between them – report record sales and record profits, although all except Sara Lee ($495 million in reported profits from their coffee and tea division) are understandably chary of stating exactly how much is attributable to coffee. Nestlé attributed a significant proportion of its 5.5 per cent half-year growth in sales to August 2003 to its ‘star performers’, instant coffee and bottled water.

Starbucks, a relative newcomer to the international coffee trade, is likewise reaping a huge profit harvest, up 19 per cent in 2003, and adding to its 6000 existing stores worldwide almost daily. The business is regarded as that rare breed, a ‘tastemaker’, a company that successfully creates a new market. Starbucks has repositioned coffee as an ‘affordable luxury’, and has provided a suitably mellow environment for people to indulge in it. The company’s Chairman and Chief Global Strategist, Howard Schultz, is a lean corporate colossus fêted by stock analysts and the business press. He is the ‘author’ of the soft-focus New Age autohagiography entitled Pour Your Heart Into It in which he writes that ‘My ultimate aim … is to reassure people to have the courage to persevere, to keep following their hearts even when others scoff. Don’t be beaten down by naysayers.’ It is unlikely that the smallholder abandoning his coffee plantation in Guatemala for a dismally uncertain future in a city shanty-town would derive any comfort from Schultz’s inspirational message. The price that his coffee achieves in the branded coffee shops of the developed world clearly spells out imbalance and inequity. Starbucks generally buys better coffee than many companies, and consequently pays the higher price by which its Public Relations division sets great store; but it is no coincidence that the company has become one of the prime targets of the anti-globalization movement. It has come to represent the unacceptable face of unfettered capitalism with its combination of modern aspirational marketing techniques and an attritional strategy towards its independent competitors. Crucially, in the eyes of activists, it also has a lead product that is effectively subsidized by the suffering of Third World farmers.

The widening gap between the haves and the have-nots in our globalized economy is brutally exemplified by the growing inequalities in the coffee trade, and, just as politicians in wealthy Western nations respond to popular concerns about Third World poverty with spin rather than substance, so the major corporations that have benefited from the current world coffee crisis have demonstrated a notable lack of commitment to doing anything about it beyond window dressing. Procter & Gamble, makers of Folgers, maintain that they contributed $10 million to community programmes in Mexico, Brazil, and Venezuela. Kraft, Sara Lee, and Nestlé claim that they go out of their way to help small producers, ‘ensuring that they receive the full value of their crop’, according to a Nestlé spokesman. Presumably this comment is designed to reassure concerned consumers that the transnationals do not actually steal the coffee at gunpoint.

The poverty of the world’s coffee farmers contrasts with the coffee trade’s wealth of statistics. Most of these emanate from an unremarkable 1960s office block in Berners Street, just north of Oxford Street in London, in which can be found the down-at-heel remnants of the once globally powerful International Coffee Organization (ICO). Funded by coffee-producing nations (invariably tropical and undeveloped), as well as consuming nations (generally Western and developed), in its heyday the ICO, with all its undoubted flaws, was a pragmatic attempt by the world coffee trade to mitigate the effects of wilder fluctuations in coffee prices. These arose from a combination of over-supply punctuated by periodic crop failures in Brazil. Although the motivation for the creation of the ICO was primarily commercial rather than philanthropic – chronic instability in a market is bad for business – the net effect was to impose limits on the gap between poverty and privilege in the coffee trade. Mandated by the International Coffee Agreement (ICA), which was signed under the auspices of the United Nations, the ICO promoted, regulated, monitored, and administered the ICA, which worked through an elaborate quota system permitting the pre-agreed restriction or expansion of coffee supplies to keep prices within certain thresholds. However, the full functioning of the ICO required the active participation of the USA, consumer of 25 per cent of the world’s coffee. Whilst there was a perceived threat of creeping Communism in the coffee-producing countries of Central America, it was in the best interests of the USA to support the ICA in order to help defuse social unrest in its backyard; but with the break-up of the Soviet Union this raison d’être evaporated and the ideologically driven policies of laissez-faire capitalism were given full rein. An international commodity-price control agreement had no place at the neo-liberal economic table, and the USA withdrew its support for the ICA in the late 1980s, and from the ICO itself six years later. The importance of the Berners Street headquarters of the ICO thus diminished; the research laboratory, lecture theatre and other facilities were closed down, and the promotional budget was slashed. The organization still hosts meetings of the member nations, and still compiles statistics with commendable zeal, but is a shadow of its former self.

The problems resulting from the market free-for-all unleashed by the US withdrawal from the ICA were exacerbated by the World Bank and its cousin, the Asian Development Bank. Both of these institutions had lent heavily to Vietnam in the mid 1990s in line with their mandate to stimulate low-cost production and end market inefficiencies. Having massively defoliated the nation with Agent Orange during the Vietnam War, the USA promoted – through the World Bank, in which it has a controlling stake – the refoliation of Vietnam with low-grade Robusta coffee bushes, with a devastating effect on the other Third World economies dependent on coffee. From its previous position as a very minor producer of coffee, by the year 2000 Vietnam had become the world’s second largest coffee producer after Brazil, exporting 9 million bags of 60 kilos each – still of low-quality Robusta – which, along with Brazilian coffees harvested by machines, were produced at a labour cost of one-third of that required for the higher-quality Arabicas of many other producing countries.

The result of the Vietnamese expansion was a catastrophic fall in prices, as well as a considerable falling-off in the quality of coffee blends internationally. Robusta is a coarse-flavoured strain of the coffee plant that is more resistant to disease than its refined cousin, Arabica. It is also considerably cheaper and, despite its low quality, represents an opportunity for roasters to improve their margins. The flood of Vietnamese Robusta on to the market depressed the price of all coffees, and thus the smallholders elsewhere who tended to the plantations producing high-quality Arabicas found their margins inexorably squeezed. Good coffee comes at a price, and for many that price could not be obtained on the world’s markets any more. The situation was sufficiently serious for the usually conservative coffee trade magazines to produce hand-wringing editorials: ‘Vietnam is now the Number Two world producer of coffee – plenty of Robusta for all and more. Yet roasters claim there’s little if any Robusta in their blends. Well, who is buying it all then – the man in the moon?’ The men in the moon in the form of traders in Germany, Italy, and Poland devised a new method of steaming Robusta coffee to remove the worst of its harsh flavours, allowing roasters to use even more in their blends. Junk retailers sold junk coffee to junk consumers at the lowest price point. The World Bank remained unrepentant. ‘Vietnam has become a successful producer,’ said Don Mitchell, principal economist at the Bank. ‘In general, we consider it to be a huge success.’ However, fulfilling the dire predictions concerning the ‘race for the bottom’ (the tendency for export markets for Third World products to migrate to whichever country has the cheapest labour) made by many international NGOs and aid organizations, one of the victims of Vietnam’s success recently has been Vietnam itself. The price of coffee has tumbled so far that farmers there are starting to tear up the newly maturing coffee bushes because they cannot cover the costs of production. The unsubstantiated rumours that China, with its vast low-paid labour force, has started to gear up for the creation of a large-scale coffee industry, assisted by Nestlé, may mean that Vietnamese coffee will be further priced out of the market and that the country’s brief moment in the sun will be over.

While coffee-producing countries fight over the diminishing scraps falling from the consuming countries’ table, a separate coffee futures industry flourishes in London and New York. Coffee futures were originally designed as a financial instrument to enable coffee traders to hedge against windfall gains or losses resulting from movements in coffee prices over time. The creation of a futures market depends upon there being an acceptable set standard of coffee that forms the basic unit of contract – the New York ‘C’ market uses contracts based on ‘Other Milds’ (including Colombian, Kenyan, and Tanzanian Arabica), the London market uses Robusta coffees. The creation of these standards has been possible because of the relatively predictable nature of coffee production: tea, a commodity that varies much more by the year, the season, the weather, and the day of picking, has yet to evolve a futures market because it has not been possible for traders to find, let alone agree upon, a homogeneous type to form the unit of contract.

The coffee futures market is a financial instrument that has now assumed a life of its own largely abstracted from the real trade in coffee. Speculators and investment funds trade on the market with no intention of ever seeing a single coffee bean delivered. It is grimly ironic that, whilst coffee farmers struggle for survival, the capitalist institutions based on the same commodity flourish, and it is no coincidence that when the vast trading floor of the New York Coffee, Sugar & Cocoa Exchange, formerly housed in the World Trade Center, was destroyed on 11 September 2001, it was able to resume business almost seamlessly in contingency premises prepared after the previous bomb attack in 1993 and maintained at a cost of $350,000 a year. The Third World, in the meantime, has neither the financial resources nor the political infrastructure to be able to respond meaningfully to the crisis it faces. The only international organization of coffee growers, the Association of Coffee Producing Countries, shut its doors in January 2002. Although speaking for over 70 per cent of the world’s production, it was unable to find unanimity amongst its member countries, never mind amongst those outside the organization. Colombia’s Federation of Coffee Growers, a central buying and marketing organization which for over seventy-five years had successfully helped its smallholder members to absorb the worst of global coffee price cycles, is now straining under additional pressure from the increasing violence and instability of that country. The membership is sometimes turning to illegal coca cultivation in desperation. ‘Colombia is facing a deep internal crisis related very much to the situation of drugs and coffee,’ the Secretary General of the association of producers reported. Similar national marketing organizations in other producing countries have collapsed over the last ten years, defeated by the World Bank and the IMF’s insistence on placing stringent conditions on loans to countries operating any constraint over the free market. The Nicaraguan Government, for instance, had to drop proposals to delay foreclosures on loans to coffee growers after intensive pressure from the IMF and the Inter-American Bank.

The large-scale social unrest forecasted as a result of the poverty and displacement caused by the near-collapse of the coffee industry continues to grow. New Guinea highlanders are reported to be abandoning their plantations; Indian and African smallholders have uprooted their worthless coffee plants; Nicaraguan coffee workers marched on Managua and fourteen of their counterparts from the oppressed state of Chiapas in Mexico were found dead of starvation and dehydration in the Arizona desert, where they had been dumped by the people they had paid to smuggle them into the USA. By 2001, Oxfam had reported that, in real terms, ‘coffee prices are lower than they have ever been’ and that a minimum price mechanism of $1 a pound should be installed – roughly double the prevailing price. The newly formed British Coffee Association of leading roasters dismissed the report’s findings as ‘too short term’, although they conveniently neglected to come up with a long-term alternative.

While there is evidence that ‘Fair Trade’ coffees have had a significant impact on a minority of consumers, the four transnational roasters that dominate the world coffee trade and the six multinational exporters that control 40 per cent of the export trade are unlikely to turn into corporate do-gooders overnight. The central concept of Fair Trade coffee – that the price paid for coffee allows growers to receive a living wage – has also remained of marginal interest to cut-price retailers and bargain-hunting consumers alike. Similarly, ‘shade grown’ and ‘bird-friendly’ coffees – those grown in a more environmentally sensitive way that helps to preserve the local ecosystem and migratory bird life – have found their way onto the shelves in the USA, but the industry as a whole continues to back technologies that bring down the costs of production with scant regard for the social or environmental costs.

The most recent manifestation of this tendency was the announcement that a new Genetically Modified coffee is in development that would allow the ripening of coffee beans on the bushes to be triggered chemically, obviating the need for the labour-intensive process of harvesting the bushes repeatedly by hand as they produce a mixture of flowers, unripe cherries and ripe cherries. By cutting back on labour requirements, the new GM technology threatens primarily the livelihood of producers of high-quality Arabicas. In Brazil, where quality standards are less demanding, one pass with a vast coffee-harvesting machine already does the trick for over half of the coffee grown there. The producers of quality Arabicas are precisely the ones suffering most from the current crisis in the industry, so the prospect of GM coffee is a particularly cruel blow. Those who back the technology say that it will enable poor coffee farmers to control the timing of the harvest and enable them to grow other crops. Detractors point out that it will also enslave them to the use of specific – and expensive – proprietary seeds and chemicals, with no guarantee that they will receive higher prices for their coffee.

The development of GM coffee – which will probably be ready for the market within five years – has been possible because coffee is the single most scientifically scrutinized of foodstuffs. Coffee science is in part research and development, in part a concerted attempt by the industry to combat the attacks made by the medical profession on coffee, and particularly caffeine, its most active ingredient. Funded largely by the transnationals, bulletins extolling the health properties of coffee issue forth from apparently independent scientific bodies, while anti-caffeine scientists and campaigners fight battles for legislation to curb the widespread, unregulated use of the drug, not just in coffee, but also increasingly in soft drinks and ‘energy’ drinks.

The world consumes the equivalent of 120,000 tonnes of pure caffeine per annum, just over half in the form of coffee. Caffeine itself is a white alkaloid with a sufficiently pronounced bitter taste to make its absence noticeable in decaffeinated coffees. It is possible to kill oneself with a caffeine overdose: about ten grams, or the equivalent of a hundred cups of coffee rapidly consumed, will do the trick for an adult, making Balzac’s daily consumption of sixty cups of coffee decidedly risky. Less than 3.5 grams is lethal for children, and early researchers showed that ‘a 1/67 of a grain of caffeine will kill a frog of moderate size’, should you happen to have such a frog that you have ceased to be fond of. Smoking increases the rate at which caffeine is metabolized by the body (smokers therefore experience less effect), whereas drinking decreases it. Caffeine does not counteract the debilitating effect of alcohol although it may give the illusion of so doing. Caffeine intoxication has its own entry in the USA’s Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders. The diagnostic criteria assume the recent consumption of more than 250mg (50mg less than the daily recommended safe dose), and as well as the usual suspects include gastrointestinal disturbance, muscle twitching, rambling flow of thought and speech, tachycardia or cardiac arrhythmia (palpitations), and psychomotor agitation. They do not include the ‘bilateral burning feet’ and ‘restless leg’ syndromes that have been clinically noted elsewhere. Caffeine intoxication can tip over into caffeine psychosis, which can produce hallucinations: truck drivers in the USA have reported being pursued by balls of white light, which suggests that caffeine psychosis could explain the widespread belief in UFOs in that country. It is also claimed that caffeine ‘is capable of undermining psychological well-being’, although there are individual variations in sensitivity – ‘patients with anxiety disorders may find the normal effects distressing, whilst the non-anxious find them pleasant and stimulating’. Long-term caffeine intoxication, which is called ‘caffeinism’, is more common in psychiatric patients, who in general consume more caffeine than the rest of the population. Caffeine is believed to cause urinary incontinence in the elderly, and has been found (with unknown effects) in the systems of new-born infants who do not have the necessary liver enzyme to metabolize it. There is also evidence to suggest that caffeine can cause osteoporosis as it increases the rate of calcium elimination from the body. On the plus side, caffeine is used to treat neonatal apnoea (cessation of the spontaneous breathing of an infant) and to increase sperm mobility.

It is remarkable that we voluntarily introduce this powerful drug into our systems knowing so little about what it might be doing to us. While the producing countries face ruin, the West, so the gainsayers maintain, has become a dangerously caffeinated society. The cheap, coarse-flavoured Robusta coffees that are dragging world prices down contain twice as much caffeine as higher quality Arabicas. There are the first signs that the effect of the increased use of these Robusta coffees in blends is causing a slowdown in consumption, as coffee drinkers, consciously or unconsciously troubled by the stronger caffeine hit of their usual brew, are drinking less coffee. The impact of health and quality issues on coffee consumption may yet add another problematic dimension to a coffee trade that is already in turmoil.

The explosive growth of the ‘specialty’ coffee market, led by the USA, may represent the only future survival mechanism for a few fortunate farmers. This market maintains its upward momentum largely through the ability of the coffee roasters’ buyers to single out distinguished, high-quality coffee producers in countries of origin. Since the price of ‘commodity’ coffee has been so low for so long, there is a real prospect that even producers of quality Arabicas may be unable to continue in the trade. However, a few coffees may rise from their ranks to become specialty coffees, their historical and gustatory qualities nurtured by buyers and thus be capable of fetching viable prices. Many are called but few are chosen; as a result, the discrepancy between the price that a specialty buyer is willing to pay for such a coffee and the more run-of-the-mill types is increasing. It is feared by many in the trade that this will quickly lead to a two-tier coffee market for producers and consumers alike, one in which the vast majority of coffee is of a low quality – probably Brazilian and Vietnamese – sold competitively to cost-conscious consumers, and a small amount is marketed as a refined, luxury item for the true aficionado. This polarization will weigh particularly heavily on the producers of good-quality but not necessarily very distinguished Arabicas. Thus mainstream Arabica coffees from countries such as Honduras, Ethiopia, or El Salvador are largely ignored by the specialty market because they lack distinction either of flavour or pedigree, and as a result they are forced to compete with Brazil and Vietnam.

Coffee has always marched hand in hand with colonialism through the pages of history. It was once known as the ‘Wine of Araby’, and the trade in coffee was an important component in the creation and consolidation of the Ottoman Empire in the sixteenth century. It was first consumed in the late fifteenth century as a sacred ritual amongst the Sufis in Yemen, whence it quickly spread through Islam. In that religion, despite some initial opposition, it was considered an acceptable stimulant because, unlike the reviled alcohol, it never left the drinker ‘incapable of distinguishing a man from a woman or the earth from the heavens’. The popular coffee houses of Cairo and Constantinople attracted the attention of the first European visitors to the Orient, and eventually coffee itself appeared in most of Europe at the same time as merchants, sailors, and adventurers from that continent were starting to establish, largely through superiority of arms and technology, their fledgling trading empires. Coffee was amongst a number of valuable and desirable oriental goods that they sought, but its supply was effectively under the monopolistic control of Ottomans. By the early eighteenth century the Dutch, the French, and the British had managed to obtain coffee seedlings to take to their own tropical colonial possessions, there to be cultivated under the plantation system worked by slave or near-slave labour. Slavery, with its attendant horrors, persisted as the preferred method of coffee production in many colonies until abolition, or in the case of Brazil until as recently as 1888, by which time coffee had become a thoroughly globalized commodity. The so-called benefits of the colonial plantation system were mainly experienced by the consumers in the home countries of these various European empires, who responded with alacrity to the low price and ready availability of what had formerly been a rare luxury.

Coffee had become universally consumed in the nations of Europe and in the USA, much of it in coffee houses that became meeting places for men of commerce, politics, and culture. The effect of caffeine itself ensured that there were always likely to be lively, well-informed debates and intense, original exchanges, in contrast to the only other public meeting places of the time, the tavern or the church. The coffee house played a pivotal role in the creation of many of the financial institutions that in turn supported the expansionist trading empires that had led to the growth of coffee consumption in the first place. Lloyds of London, the maritime insurance company, emerged from the interests of the clientele of Lloyds Coffee House who gathered there to exchange news and gossip concerning the movement of ships. Coffee was an important commodity shipped from afar, and thus the fledgling insurance business conducted at Lloyds in part provided the financial structure whereby the risks of the coffee trade itself could be mitigated. This feedback loop of cause-and-effect, fuelled by caffeine, underpinned the dramatic rise of capitalism and its most successful offspring, globalization. Coffee lay at the very heart of the triumph of free-market economics in our times: that it is now suffering the awful consequences of that same ethos is ironic, but horribly apt.

With the dieback of former European imperialism, and the increasing assertion of the hegemony of the USA over the western hemisphere, the many coffee-producing countries of Central and South America have found themselves overtaken by US neocolonialism. Many of those countries are deeply dependent on coffee for export income, and because their northern neighbour consumes 25 per cent of the world’s supplies but chooses to buy 75 per cent of its needs from their southern neighbours, inevitably coffee became a significant factor in hemispherical geopolitics. Economies that are historically coffee-based have created the ground rules by which a ruling oligarchy can impose its will on the unrepresented masses. The sweatshop economies of much of Central America and the Caribbean depend upon the political élite’s control of the media and the military apparatus, and the structure of the coffee trade provided the working model. El Salvador, for example, a country which until recently was dependent on coffee for over half its export income, now derives 57 per cent of that from the ‘garment industry’. Arguably, along with the world economy as a whole, the coffee trade has reverted to a paradigm that more closely resembles the height of the European colonialism, albeit now under US domination, than the protectionism that prevailed during the era when strong, liberal, democratic Western nation states allied against the threat of Communism. The fact that the date of the dissolution of the International Coffee Agreement broadly coincided with that of the fall of the Berlin Wall is by no means coincidental: the USA, having vanquished its most serious rival, no longer saw the need to humour its more liberal allies.

The catalytic effect of coffee-house culture on the emergence of those financial and cultural institutions that underpinned the rise of Western capitalism should not be underestimated. The coffee houses of the City of London were the progenitors of such global institutions as the Stock Exchange and Lloyds, and those of Covent Garden and St James’s were the seedbeds of the Royal Society and the Enlightenment. Coffee gradually gave way to tea in England, but the imposition of taxes on tea in the American colonies precipitated the Boston Tea Party, the actual as well as the ideological rejection of tea, and the triumph of coffee in America, where coffee houses became the foremost meeting places for merchants, politicians, and businessmen. The Declaration of Independence was first read publicly outside the Merchant’s Coffee House in Philadelphia, and President-elect George Washington was ceremonially welcomed to New York in front of (another) Merchant’s Coffee House – which had, amongst other things, formerly hosted slave auctions – a week before his inauguration. If he had been able to walk from there but a few hundred yards and a couple of centuries in time he would have come to the Coffee, Sugar and Cocoa Exchange in 4, World Trade Center, which was to be destroyed in the 9/11 attacks masterminded by Osama bin Laden, whose forbears came from Yemen, itself the original home of the coffee trade. One of the purported reasons why the World Trade Center was targeted was because the towers were a symbol of the Western financial institutions that were accused of destroying traditional Islam: coffee played a significant role in the evolution of both.

Coffee is now falling victim to globalization: then, it played an intimate part in its rise.
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ORIGINS

All theory is grey. Green is the golden tree of life.

GOETHE

Although it is enjoyed daily by a good proportion of the world’s population, very little is generally known about the origins of coffee. There are a number of myths that are ritually aired by the coffee trade to keep the curious at bay, but nothing in the way of substantiated fact is usually presented to the public. To build a satisfactory picture of what happened in the time before coffee bursts upon the historical stage in the sixteenth century requires piecing together disparate elements of anthropology, archaeology, and even theology. Indeed, the search for coffee’s roots takes us back to the roots of man himself.

In 1974, at Hadar in the Afar desert of northern Ethiopia, palaeontologists unearthed the fossil remains of a group of Australopithecus afarensis, mankind’s oldest known ancestor. Despite earlier discoveries of Java Man, Peking Man and others, it seems that Ethiopia is mankind’s original location; genetic research suggests that all modern humans are directly descended from a group of about a hundred and fifty Homo sapiens sapiens who lived in the Ethiopian Highlands some 120,000 years ago. Even the Holy Grail of anthropology, the so-called Missing Link, may well have been found there, for the recent discovery of a fossilized toe of Ardipithecus ramidus kadabba offers the first tentative evidence of the species’ separation from the chimpanzee some six million years ago. Despite its highland forest environment, Ardipethecus ramidus kadabba appears to have walked upright. Previously it had been conjectured that man’s need to stand upright was forced upon him by the evolutionary process to enable him to peer over the high grass of the plains in pursuit of prey. The fact that he appears to have stood upright whilst still confined to the forest has fatally undermined this theory.

One of the other abiding mysteries of anthropology is the so-called brain explosion that probably took place about 500,000 years ago, the result of which was that man’s brain size increased by 30 per cent, principally in the cerebrum, the upper brain where most conscious thinking purportedly takes place. Various theories have been put forward for this, but the development of language would seem to provide the most credible explanation, as language requires a great deal of thought and in turn generates a great deal to think about. Its arrival put mankind in a position, at least in part, to determine the course of his own evolution, allowing him to develop and communicate concepts that had been hitherto literally unthinkable, and to begin to adapt his environment to his needs. It is tempting to wonder whether the proliferation of wild coffee trees in the same Ethiopian highland forests could also have had a hand in the process. Coffee has always been associated with speed of cognition and expression, and the sudden dawn of self-awareness in the Genesis story concerning the forbidden fruit of the ‘Tree of Knowledge’ is something that could have been prompted by a psychoactive substance such as caffeine. Such awareness (or, perhaps, gnosis) is also an attribute of language and thought, without which it is quiescent. To place the bright red coffee cherry centre stage in the story of the Fall is altogether a more inspired piece of casting than the choice of a lowly Golden Delicious; imagine coffee berries driving their eaters into a caffeine-fuelled frenzy of quick-fire contention and ingenious thinking, engines of brain evolution. The previously docile brains of Homo sapiens sapiens would have been ill prepared for such an assault. Likewise the Ethiopian Highlands, with their sumptuous vegetation and spectacular scenery, are a properly marvellous setting for the mythical Garden of Eden. Even today the wild coffee trees grow under the forest canopy on the escarpments of the Rift Valley, their white flowers heavy with a scent close to that of jasmine. The coffee cherries, the stones of which make two coffee beans, ripen in clusters as they grow from green through gold to a rich red colour, which stands out in bold contrast to the smooth, luscious dark green leaves of the tree. They were doubtless suitably tempting to our early ancestors. The description of the Tree of Knowledge contained in the rediscovered Old Testament Book of Enoch could easily suggest the coffee tree, with its depiction of delicious fragrance and clusters of fruit – and that previously missing book, supposedly suppressed because of its salacious content, was unearthed by the eighteenth-century explorer James Bruce


























APPENDIX

THE FIND AT KUSH

The discovery of two carbonized coffee beans in an archaeological dig at Kush in the United Arab Emirates may yet bring early coffee history into question. Kush was, for a thousand years until the end of the thirteenth century, a coastal trading port, and as a result of its strategic location near the mouth of the Persian Gulf seems to have attracted traders from all over the East. Pottery shards provide evidence of trade with India in the fourth century, China in the tenth century, and continuous activity with Persia and other local Arab traders.

In 1996, British archaeologists found a layer containing some Chinese pottery that could be dated with certainty to the early twelfth century. Significantly, the layer also contained shards of Yemeni yellow pottery of the same era, suggesting a contemporary trade with Yemen that had not been seen before. Amongst the detritus were the two carbonized coffee beans. These had been preserved only because they had fallen into a fire, charring them to a cinder, which meant they had contained no organic matter that would have caused them to rot away. By the use of a new palaeobotanical flotation machine, the carbonized matter was separated from the excavated soil and identified as Coffea Arabica. Dr Derek Kennet, the University of Durham archaeologist running the dig, believes that there is little chance of the coffee beans being ‘intrusive’ (i.e. later material that has found its way into the strata); but AMS carbon-14 dating has yet to be conducted on the beans to make certain.

The discovery, if it is found to be genuine, would require a significant rewriting of the history of coffee. Not only would it provide the first concrete evidence of the existence of coffee in the early 1100s, three hundred and fifty years before the first Haysi pottery shards suggest its ritual use amongst Sufis, but the fact that the beans were carbonized would put them in proximity with fire, indicating that they may have been being roasted before consumption. The presence of Yemeni pottery would also suggest that the coffee itself came from Yemen – the local region is far too dry for coffee cultivation – which in turn requires the re-dating of Yemen’s coffee industry. Most significant, however, is the fact that the beans have survived at all, for this would imply that the scale of the coffee trade by the era in question was already significant enough to create the opportunity for the ‘freak accident’ by which the evidence survives. As the new techniques that allowed them to be identified have been used in very few archaeological digs in the region, it may be that there is a wealth of similar evidence waiting to be discovered.

There are two possible issues arising from the find that could destroy its validity. One would be if the carbon dating gives a different date, suggesting that the beans are intrusive. The other would be if the identification of the carbonized material as Coffea Arabica is disputed. Otherwise we have, for the first time, archaeological evidence of the trade in coffee more than three centuries before the date usually given by historians. Confirmation would lend credibility to the claims that the descriptions of the unknown substance in the works of Rhazes and Avicenna could be of coffee, bringing them from their rather isolated position, marooned chronologically in the ninth and tenth centuries, closer to the rest of coffee’s historical narrative.
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About the author

Q & A

You were trained as a coffee taster and worked as a buyer. How did that affect your writing of this book?

Obviously fifteen years in the trade gave me a thorough grounding in the subject which no amount of research could match. But more importantly, it was through coffee that I started my writing career, gradually expanding from articles in trade and consumer magazines to small books on various commodities. As I was heavily involved in establishing the speciality coffee market in the UK, one of the ways in which my weird and wonderful discoveries could be marketed was through provenance, and this meant that I had to research in depth the historical origins of each one. This in turn led to my interest in European colonialism, and to my first significant book, The East India Company: Trade and Conquest from 1600, in 1999.

How did you get involved in the coffee trade?

Through my family’s company, Bettys & Taylors of Harrogate. From my childhood I was immersed in tea and coffee, and in later years, having travelled a lot for personal pleasure, it seemed a natural development to travel for business, whether on the ground or in the imagination.

Coffee has become very fashionable. Why is that?

The consumer world, particularly at the luxury level, is intensely snobbish: expense, obscurity and exoticism are de rigueur. Nowadays nearly all coffee companies with any pretensions to the quality end of the market trumpet their particular expertise, exemplified by the rarity of the coffee selections and the exclusivity attached to their relationships with their suppliers. Nonetheless most of the coffee that they sell – and that consumers buy – is still relatively ordinary. However, as with couture fashion, the press and public interest in the highly specialized coffees mainly supports the bread-and-butter blends – the prêt à porter coffees, to continue the parallel.

Why is the book subtitled ‘A Dark History of Coffee’?

Coffee is a dark liquid, and its history is intimately connected with mankind’s darker side – slavery, colonization and exploitation. Coffee farmers are currently in acute crisis, a situation which nonetheless is arguably business as usual from a historical perspective. In addition there is an esoteric aspect to coffee’s influence on mankind which interests me. The title is also in part a reaction to what I think is a tendency among historians to write about the past as if it were somehow removed from the present, as if our own times were exempt from the continuum of the human narrative. I sometimes like to think that ‘Dark History’ will become a genre in itself.


‘The consumer world, particularly at the luxury level, is intensely snobbish: expense, obscurity and exoticism are de rigueur.’



Is that why there is more of an analysis of the present-day state of the coffee trade than might usually be expected in a history?

Exactly. I’ve tried to bridge the gap between the past and the present and at the same time between two literary genres: the ‘single-subject history’ and what for want of a better word could be called the ‘anti-globalization’ genre. Writers in the former category tend to ignore the present while the latter frequently resort to concepts such as ‘neo-colonialism’ or ‘Empire’ without necessarily subjecting them to proper analysis. The book allowed me to develop ideas about how the current state of the market is the extension of long-standing historical trends. Just because the slave trade which led to the huge expansion of coffee production has been abolished, that doesn’t mean that we in the West haven’t connived in the creation of its successor in kind.


LIFE at a Glance
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Do you think that the Fair Trade movement in coffee represents a sustainable alternative?

There are many sides to this question. The fact that there is a trade mechanism that allows coffee farmers a fair deal would seem laudable. But if this only exists in parallel with a much larger system which is inherently unfair, then I would prefer to see political change at that level – what I refer to as the creation of a ‘Fair Trade nation’. This would in turn create a strong argument for a ‘Fair Trade world’. All of which seems highly unlikely – the last such attempt crashed with the Berlin Wall. There is also the issue of the environment: shipping coffee around the planet, whether Fair Trade or not, is hardly ‘sustainable’ if the cumulative effects of the damage caused by international trade are accounted for.

Do you think your book will offend the people you know in the trade?

I think that many of the issues I raise might be considered highly controversial, whether it be Fair Trade, pseudo-science or neo-colonialism. Coffee people would probably rather not think about them, and my book is doing them no favours. However, I think we are at a stage in the affairs of mankind where the head-in-the-sand approach appears increasingly dysfunctional, and I suspect that many are beginning to see the necessity for an honest appraisal of our condition.

You also write extensively about the religious and cultural aspects of coffee drinking. Why is this?

One of the fundamental features of coffee is that it contains a mind-altering drug, caffeine. Thus its wholesale adoption, initially by Islam and later by the emerging mercantile nations of Europe, carries with it the intriguing suggestion that it was actually affecting the state of mind of entire populations, and with it the evolution of national cultures.
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Why do people say that coffee affects them differently from tea?

I have concluded, reluctantly, that this is cultural. As an Englishman of a certain age I found it inconceivable that anyone would offer a cup of coffee to console the recipient of bad news. When I found out through a straw poll of my acquaintances that this is precisely what happens in Germany, Italy and most of the western hemisphere, and indeed is something that the younger generation in England might do, I realized then that what I perceived as a difference was mainly the result of my own cultural prejudice.


‘As an Englishman of a certain age I found it inconceivable that anyone would offer a cup of coffee to console the recipient of bad news.’



What coffee do you like most?

I once wrote that coffee is ‘liquid history and geography’, and for me the best coffees are inextricably mixed up with my own memories of visiting the countries which produced them. Thus I have to nominate St Helena for my top three, because I helped to establish its coffee industry and finally visited the island for the purpose of writing this book. I’d also have to nominate Yemeni coffee, because that country is probably the most beautiful that I have ever visited, and its coffee is so wonderfully artisanal and full of history. Then I’d have to mention Cuba, probably the world’s only surviving example of a ‘Fair Trade nation’, and producer of some fine coffee to boot. If I had ever visited Ethiopia, the country of origin of coffee, it would probably feature too – certainly Harar Longberry and Sidamo coffees are sublime.

And what coffee do you actually drink?

I was hoping you’d forget to ask that. For the most part, good standard branded supermarket fare, well packaged, and often from Guatemala, spiritual home of political incorrectness.[image: Image Missing]


About the book

Serendipities:
November 2003

Music:
Matthew Herbert and Plat du Jour

ONE FEATURE OF coffee tasting which inevitably causes embarrassed giggles amongst onlookers is the taster’s ‘slurp and spit’ routine, whereby the hot liquid is taken into the mouth via a soup spoon with a loud slurp, which sprays it onto the palate, and then spat out, hopefully into the spittoon. It is a particularly uncompromising process, not known for its mass appeal, so it was strange to find myself in the audience of the Grande Salle of the Pompidou Centre in Paris on a cold December night listening to a recording of my own slurp and spit routine hugely amplified through a public-address system as part of a musical performance. The slurp came across as particularly gruesome, sounding like some space alien disposing of its unfortunate enemy. However, the sell-out crowd did not appear to be the slightest discomfited.

It came about as follows. Shortly after the hardback of this book was published I received an e-mail out of the blue from Matthew Herbert, a record producer who was interested in turning my book into a track on his new album about food. To be subjected to the scrutiny of one’s literary peers is one thing: to be the inspiration of an artist in another medium is altogether more amusing. Particularly when I found out a little more about his work, which ranged from big band jazz albums of his own compositions to free downloads of tracks built from audio samples of crushed styrofoam McDonald’s packs and the like. These latter seemed to me a considered artistic response to the perils of corporatism, interesting in conception, and deep-felt.


‘How does one turn a book into a record?’



We talked, and he asked for my suggestions, which I made on the basis of the elements from my book which I thought would be most powerful and suggestive in audio terms, as well as corresponding to the underlying theme of his up-and-coming album, Plat du Jour, which is concerned with the iniquities of food production and distribution. We settled on a few ideas, and a few weeks later I found myself in his small studio in Brixton where the initial writing and recording were taking place. The fact that he had committed himself to a live première of the album at the Queen Elizabeth Hall a couple of weeks later added a frisson of urgency to the occasion.

How does one turn a book into a record? I’ll describe how Matthew does it. I’d suggested that sixty coffee beans was an interesting number, as it was the number used in the average espresso today, as well as the number that Beethoven used to count out for his preferred brew. A musical connection, as well as a topical one, I thought.

I sent him some unroasted Vietnamese robusta coffee beans, as it is those that have flooded the market and caused rock-bottom prices – a catastrophe that earns its chapter in the book, in which I also describe the toxic residue of the use of Agent Orange in America’s war on that country. I suggested that he recorded the dropping of sixty of the unroasted beans onto a barrel of Agent Orange. This seemed like an apt metaphor for the match of imperialism and its tropical handmaiden, coffee.


‘One feature of coffee tasting which inevitably causes embarrassed giggles amongst onlookers is the taster’s “slurp and spit” routine.’



Matthew had meticulously set the beats per minute of the emerging track at 79.93, because that is how many million people live in Vietnam. He had also picked up on the theme of Islam in the book, and in particular the fact that the croissant was in effect invented by a baker in Vienna to celebrate the lifting of the siege of the city in 1683 and the subsequent rout of the Ottoman army, which left behind its coffee supplies, leading to the introduction of that beverage to the West. In the book I suggested that the consumption of coffee and croissants was in a sense a kind of anti-communion, representing the triumph of Christendom over Islam. Thus Matthew had recorded the sound created by two Sara Lee ready-mix croissant tins connected by string as another feature of the track. Then he had recorded a teaspoon hitting a Nescafé jar. The three audio elements were then used to represent what Matthew saw as the three central themes of the book – the caffeinated masses portrayed by the sixty robusta beans hitting a can of Monsanto’s Roundup (Agent Orange, a former product of the company, unfortunately – if that’s the word – not being available), the onward march of Western Imperialism represented by the Sara Lee cans, and the plight of the coffee producers represented by the sound of the teaspoon on the Nescafé jar. These he had turned into the composition which he invited me to his studio to listen to. And the result was remarkable.


‘This thing that we call coffee has woven a web around the planet and its effects are inextricably connected with its nature.’



Most remarkable. As Matthew says, it is hard to make the sound of green coffee beans hitting a plastic container ‘chirpy’, and it isn’t. Like some latter-day audio alchemist Matthew believes that the sound of a thing says something about the nature of the thing itself – a version perhaps of Goethe’s concept of enchereisis, the interconnectedness of all things. This is one of the underlying themes of my book as well – how this thing that we call coffee has woven a web around the planet and its effects are inextricably connected with its nature. Whether this is materially expressed in the notion that coffee is the chosen drug of capitalism, or more spiritually in the uses that Sufis made of it for connecting with God, there is something satisfactory in the fact that the ‘music’ Matthew created from the objects I had suggested seemed to ring the same cosmic bells as the book itself. Indeed I’m tempted to think that the very fact of Matthew picking up on the book and interpreting it in this way is a symptom of the same enchereisis. Hence the title of this section, ‘Serendipities’. The fact that our times are so troubled, and that materialism seems to have triumphed, makes the reminder of the presence of these nerves running through all our lives both reassuring and disturbing. Mostly they remain buried beneath the thick skin of our rampant consumerism, but occasionally they are exposed, sore, aggravated but beautiful, and necessary too.

There was still some work to be done before Matthew would be ready for the live première. I told him about the audio qualities of the professional coffee taster’s slurp and spit routine, and as a result his assistant recorded me at a friend’s flat tasting a variety of coffees which I’d chosen – Yemeni, St Helena, Colombia (where Roundup is increasingly being sprayed in the ‘War on Drugs’) and the Nestlé instant which he had featured before. I haven’t heard the playback, but it seemed to me that there was little to distinguish the genuine coffees, whereas the instant actually managed to sound quite different. We also recorded the sound of the sixty beans being roasted – when they are just about cooked coffee beans make some explosive sounds like a less than enthusiastic popcorn.


‘Coffee is a dark liquid, and its history is intimately connected with mankind’s darker side – slavery, colonization and exploitation.’



Matthew’s approach is inspiringly honest: he doesn’t fake sounds simply to take a shortcut, and believes that by in effect educating people to recognize things with which they are already subconsciously familiar, then a whole world is potentially opened up to them. As the inventor of the first microscope might have done, he points his microphone at everyday objects and says, ‘Listen! This is how it sounds! Isn’t it extraordinary?’ Then he allies this minute attention to detail with his compositional talents, creating something of peculiar grace. One may not ‘like’ the result, but you can’t ignore its intensity.[image: Image Missing]

www.youtube.com/watch?v=9aCNTacPdMg

Film: The Francis Brothers and Black Gold

ANOTHER RESPONSE TO the book has proved equally interesting, albeit in a different way. A few months after publication I received a call from Nick Francis, who, with his brother Marc, was in the midst of editing a film about coffee when he came across the review of the book in Time Out and bought it. He felt that it reflected in part the point of view that their film, Black Gold, was trying to portray, and soon I had a rough-cut VHS to watch. I could see his point: starting with the plight of coffee farmers in Ethiopia, lately out of work and dependent on aid, they had followed the attempts of an official from a co-operative to realize a higher price from coffee merchants in the UK than strict market logic would dictate. I was intrigued to see that this kind of unilateral Fair Trade effort was met with a genuinely receptive attitude by the British coffee merchants seen in the film: certainly when I was active in the business up until ten years ago there would have been a far less informed and sympathetic response.

The film then takes us to Cancun where a World Trade Organization meeting founders on the rocks of Western intransigence with regard to their agricultural subsidies, although the Western delegates would have us believe that it was the failure of the developing countries to live up to their responsibilities and to free their markets. The film gives a fascinating insight into the workings of this monolithic organization which makes (or should that be ‘imposes’?) decisions affecting millions of lives in pursuit of corporate agendas masquerading as global interests. It reminded me of something I read once by an economist proselytizing the virtues of globalization, who maintained how marvellous it would be for their local economies if African villagers were able to raise credit against their mud huts. This is what the globalized world boils down to: the unstoppable pursuit of unbridled capitalism.


‘This is what the globalized world boils down to: the unstoppable pursuit of unbridled capitalism.’



I made a few suggestions regarding the film and eventually helped a little with the script. The opening paragraphs of my book concern the lack of agreement about the number of coffee farmers and their dependants that are affected by the current crisis, and this suddenly became an issue – the film-makers wanted a single figure for the opening line of the commentary. In the end they decided to plump for an average of the wildly diverging figures which I had quoted. As the reason I had quoted all these figures was to show how enormous the scale of the crisis was, in which tens of millions of people could be included in – or excluded from – its monstrous embrace depending on whether one reads Christian Aid reports or the Wall Street Journal, this necessary averaging caused me some amusement. But that in part is the difference between a film and a book. Whereas I was able to dwell on this aspect of the coffee trade for a few paragraphs, I could never hope to convey the dignity in the face of despair of the Ethiopian coffee farmers which the film revealed in simple, telling images. I was aware while writing that this human face was possibly a missing feature of my book – the true life stories of those embroiled in the coffee catastrophe – but in the end decided that there were plenty of people working to bring those stories to public attention and that my efforts might appear at best contrived. Seeing the footage in the film made me realize that my decision had been the right one.


‘Shipping coffee around the planet, whether Fair Trade or not, is hardly “sustainable” if the cumulative effects of the damage caused by international trade are accounted for.’



I arranged to meet up with the Francis brothers on a trip to London. Young (late twenties), articulate and highly motivated, they have an attitude and modus operandi in relation to film-making which is distinctly their own. The funding of documentaries is evidently dominated by TV commissions, so the idea of self-financing a project ought to have been hopelessly unrealistic, but somehow they have contrived to do just that without compromising the quality of the end product. New technologies – digital cameras, desktop editing and so on – have undoubtedly helped, but theirs has essentially been an exercise in the clever management of cash flow, underpinned by serious talent. Instead of seeking to raise the £300,000 necessary to fund the film from a TV company all in one gulp, they have raised it in fits and starts, each completed stage further increasing the money-raising potential of the project. Many favours have been asked, and many favours have been forthcoming, mainly as a result of the strength of feeling about the issues raised by the documentary. But editors, composers and other film professionals trapped in the drudgery of serving the dumbed-down reality of modern television have also responded to the opportunity that the Francis brothers have given them to work with a passion for the medium.


‘Coffee farmers are currently in acute crisis, a situation which nonetheless is arguably business as usual from a historical perspective.’



Owning their film also means that the brothers are in a position to be far more strategic in the marketing of it than a TV monolith would be. The film documentary has become flavour of the month since the success of Fahrenheit 9/11 – indeed, it would seem that it is only in the cinema that one can see the kind of critical works which previously might have been found on TV – and that creates one avenue of distribution. But the brothers are also looking at alliances with charities and NGOs working in the area, and are creating a DVD to be sold from the film’s website. The broadcast of the film on TV, which conventional wisdom would suggest was the only way to get it made, may actually be relegated to the lowest priority. This subversion of the commercial norms is inspiring, and the fact that the subject matter is effectively concerned with the failure of those commercial norms in relation to the coffee trade makes it even more so. The poet Don Patterson has written, ‘Poetry is the paradox of language turned against its own declared purpose, that of nailing down the human dream’, and the fact that Black Gold is also a product of a new way of film-making makes its message more poetic – and powerful.

Given the nature of the project, inevitably the Francis brothers and I started to have conversations about how the film and this paperback might work together, whether Matthew’s track could feature on the film, the DVD or the CD of the DVD, and which website could link what to what. Once one enters that path, the potential for a kind of explosive, exponential multi-mediacrity is intoxicating.

The convergence of the technical means of production of media on the desktop and the corresponding divergence of distribution channels creates many exciting opportunities, and is itself a consequence of globalization. The rough cut of this film critique of globalization can be sent in edited form over the internet to a distant studio so that the composers can work on the music, then forward it with that music to the editor in another location for his or her input. An electronic spider’s web of connectivity has freed a team of creators from the necessity of being together in one place at one time, allowing a new generation of ‘live/work’ spaces to develop to suit the operational demands of the new media artist. Globalization mobilized to defeat itself: one has to revel in the paradox.[image: Image Missing]
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