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‘Ellis calls his book a cultural history, but it is much more … The Coffee-House is everything it should be – careful, intelligent and embodying the spirit of its subject by being written for the digestion of the general public. It contains the perfect recipe of scholarship, stimulant and froth’ Ophelia Field, Sunday Telegraph

‘This is a convincing and meticulous read, building an intriguing and engrossing picture of coffee’s role in British society … a close examination of how particular rooms shaped the British identity’ Jonathan Myerson, Independent on Sunday

‘This readable and scholarly account of an important and curiously neglected phenomenon. Rich in evocative details (our forebears took their coffee black, strong and bitter, a brew “redolent of stewed prunes, burnt beans and soot”) and strong on social, political and economic context, The Coffee-House is a book for the coffee-lover and historian alike’ Sarah Burton, Spectator

‘Ellis’s sober, rigorous narrative lucidly dovetails the political with the cultural, and is particularly engaging as it charts the convulsions of England through its early modernization … Ellis unpicks the ideologies that have contributed so importantly to our entrenched beliefs in freedom of speech and in our political constitution’ Kate Colquhoun, Daily Telegraph

‘He circles his subject, elegantly and thoughtfully investigating the cultures – political, literary, financial – that the rituals of the coffee house have helped to shape’ Norma Clarke, TLS
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PREFACE

The Conversible World

Caffeine is the most widely used drug in the world, exceeding all other common drugs including nicotine and alcohol. The value of the coffee traded on international commodity markets is surpassed only by oil. Yet for most of human history, coffee was unknown outside a small region of the Ethiopian highlands. Coffee itself has been consumed in Europe only in the last four centuries. There is no coffee in the Torah, or the Bible, or the Koran. There is no coffee in Shakespeare, Dante or Cervantes. After initially being recognised, in the late sixteenth century, by a few sharp-eyed travellers in the Ottoman Empire, coffee gained its first foothold in Europe among curious scientists and merchants. The first coffee-house in Christendom finally opened in London in the early 1650s, a city gripped by revolutionary fervour. In this sense, coffee’s eruption into daily life seems to coincide with the modern historical period.

A coffee-house exists to sell coffee, but the coffee-house cannot simply be reduced to this retail function. In his Dictionary, Samuel Johnson defined a coffee-house as ‘A house of entertainment where coffee is sold, and the guests are supplied with newspapers’.1 More than a place that sells coffee, Johnson suggests, a coffee-house is also an idea, a way of life, a mode of socialising, a philosophy. This book seeks to explain how the coffee-house came to have these connotations, how a simple commodity rewrote the experience of metropolitan life. Yet the coffee-house does have a vital relationship with coffee, which remains its governing symbol, lending it connotations of alertness, sobriety and volubility. These convivial and conversational associations grant the coffee-house a unique place in urban life and manners, in sharp contrast to its alcoholic competitors.

The story of the coffee-house is a historical narrative, in which the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries take central stage. In the hundred years after the first coffee-houses opened in London, they came to be ubiquitous features of the modern urban landscape, indispensable centres for socialising, for news and gossip, and for discussion and debate. In the coffee-house, men learnt new ways of combinational friendship, turning their discussions there into commercial ventures, critical tribunals, scientific seminars and political clubs. As the following chapters explain, the legacy of the early coffee-house is not simply to be found in Starbucks and other modern retailers of coffee, but also in the stock market, in insurance companies, in political parties, in the modern regard for public opinion, in the institutions of literary criticism, in the research cultures of modern science and in the Internet. As many commentators have noted, the coffee-house has provided many websites with a powerful metaphor for all kinds of collaborative intellectual enterprise. From the cyber-cafés of the 1990s, to the wi-fi enabled coffee-house of the new century, the overlap between the coffee-house and the information age has never seemed so exact.

The history of the coffee-house is not business history. The early coffee-house has left very few commercial records. But historians have made much use of the other kinds of evidence that do exist. In the archives of government, a rich seam of evidence details the reports of state spies and ministers on conversations heard and alleged in coffee-houses. Further evidence is found in early newspapers, both in their advertisements and news reports. Legal records, such as probate inventories, parish registers and property records, also contribute to this story. The eminent diarists of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, including Samuel Pepys, Robert Hooke and James Boswell, testify to the centrality of the coffee-house in the social life of the period. This book makes use of all these kinds of evidence.

In depicting the life-world of coffee-houses, however, much of the most compelling testimony is literary. The variety and nature of the coffee-house experience have made it the subject of a huge body of satirical raillery, jesting humour and deliberately partisan misrepresentation.2 Considered as literature, this body of writing is linguistically rich and exciting, enlivened by currents of enthusiasm and vituperation, freighted with the arcana of particular and local disputes. In representing the coffee-house, these literary materials, more than anything else, established and confirmed the place of coffee in modern urban life. Using this literary evidence, however, is not straightforward and has long troubled historians. When the distinguished nineteenth-century historian Thomas Babington Macaulay mined these satires in his History of England for evidence of the lived experience of coffee-houses, using them to add colour, flavour and nuance to his account, he wagered that these satires offered a transparent view into the social life of Restoration England.3 Yet satire rarely offers such a simple picture. It is in the nature of satire to exaggerate what it depicts, to amplify folly and vice, and to cast its material in the most brightly hued language. In this book the coffee-house satires are considered as works of literature as well as historical evidence: these low and vulgar satires are not a simple indictment of coffee-house life, but part of their conversation, one voice in the ongoing discussion of the social life of the city.

A note on dates

Until the reform of the English calendar in 1753, the civil year (used in official and legal documents, for example) began on 25 March, so that, for example, 31 December 1675 was followed by 1 January 1675. Many people wrote dates between January and 25 March so as to indicate both dates, thus the date which is 14 February 1676 in modern notation was written 14 February 1675/76. This book has silently followed modern practice, by writing dates between 1 January and 25 March according to modern notation.
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CHAPTER ONE

First Encounters

George Sandys and the Coffa-Houses of
Constantinople

Anchoring below the customs house steps at Constantinople on the evening of 28 September 1610, the Armado, out of Simo, a Greek sponge divers’ bark not much larger than a Gravesend wherry, must have made a singularly unimposing impression on the officers of the Sublime Porte. Along with a cargo of sponges, the bark carried a thirty-two-year-old English gentleman, George Sandys. Having left London over four months earlier, from Venice Sandys had island hopped on English merchant ships, until at Chios he abandoned the comforts of the Great Exchange of London for the fishermen’s tiny vessel. For two weeks he sailed with them, sleeping among their sacks of sponges and sharing their meagre rations. In his journal he noted that their meals were composed of ‘Biskot, Olives, Garlicke and Onions’, occasionally augmented with the samphire they picked from the rocks, or a small fish that he knew in Italian as riceio (burre), washed down with a daily draught of wine. Sandys was delighted by the uncomplicated life of the sponge divers: they were, he said, ‘a happy people that live according to nature; and want not much, in that they covet but little’. But now he had arrived in Constantinople. The contrast between the simple world of the sponge divers and the splendours of the Ottoman Empire could not be greater. In 1610, Constantinople was the richest and most populous city in the world. The capital of the most powerful empire in Europe, it was a repository of treasures and unequalled luxury, yet also of despotism and cruelty.

Once known as Byzantium, then renamed Nova Roma by the Christian emperor Constantine when he took it as the capital of the Roman Empire, the city had been the centre of the civilised world for centuries. Conquered by the Turks in 1453, it was rebuilt as the capital of the empire of the Ottomans, who came to know it as Istanbul or, more poetically, the Abode of Sovereignty, or the Threshold of Bliss. In 1610, under the rule of Sultan Achmet, the city was home to more than a million people: not only Islamic Turks, but also to large populations of Jews, and of Christians from Armenia, Greece and Italy, both free and enslaved. Sandys was struck by the weight of this extraordinary historical legacy. ‘This Citie by destinie appointed, and nature seated for Soveraigntie, was first the seate of the Romane Emperours, then of the Greeke, as now it is of the Turkish: built by Constantine the sonne of Helena, and lost by Constantine the sonne of another Helena … to Mahomet the second, in the year 1453, with the slaughter of her people and destruction of her magnificent structures’1 For a historian and classicist like Sandys, the city was a relic of exalted richness, like a vast indecipherable book demanding translation and interpretation. A journey to Constantinople was a journey to the centre of the world, the Lord of the horizons.

Than this [city] there is hardly in nature a more delicate object, if beheld from the sea or adjoyning mountains: the loftie and beautifull Cypresse trees so intermixed with the buildings, that it seemeth to present a citie in a wood to the pleased beholders. Whose seven aspiring heads [hills] … are most of them crowned with magnificent Mosques, all of white marble, round in forme, and coupled above; being finished on the top with gilded spires, that reflect the beames they receive with a marvellous splendour.2

In Constantinople, there was much that was foreign to the eye of the traveller, and even some which was entirely new and undescribed.

From his little sponge divers’ boat, Sandys came ashore and took leave of his Greek companions. He then crossed the harbour of the Golden Horn to the suburb of Pera, where he presented himself at the imposing residence of Sir Thomas Glover, the English ambassador, ‘a man full of spirit, able to defend and offend, if our neighbours should go about in any way to wrong us’.3 Pera had long been the suburb where foreigners were tolerated and where the embassies of the Christians were located. As a guest of the ambassador, Sandys found hospitality as well as protection. The hospitality was lavish: in his four-month stay, Sandys reported that he barely had cause to pay for anything. Located among the vineyards, the ambassador’s residence provided food and lodging for all English nationals and, if some travellers are to be believed, nightly entertainment of wine drinking and whoring, both activities that could be punishable by death outside the embassy. The protection the ambassador offered was a necessity, not a luxury: as infidels, the Christian foreigners, or Franks as they were generally known, were frequently attacked by the populace and even by the forces of the law. From the ambassador’s house in Pera, Sandys went on daily excursions to see the sights of the city, safe for as long as he was accompanied by a heavily armed bodyguard, drawn from the famed military caste of the janissary. The protection was often needed. During his visit to the great mosque of Santa Sophia in 1597, the English gentleman Fynes Morison was surprised by the sudden appearance of the Sultan in the crowd, and his janissary had to protect him from the attack of an old man wielding a mace, angered that a Christian should have got to within two or three paces of the Great Turk.4 A few weeks later an old woman, seeing Morison and his servant being conducted by the janissary, concluded that they were his captives and slaves, and asked their price. Seeing the comedy of the situation, the janissary entertained the offer, upon which she suggested 100 aspers (about 5 shillings) for the ‘slender and weake’ Morison, and 400 for his vigorous servant.5 As Sandys discovered, the janissary was guide and protector, but he was also warder and prison keeper.

To many travellers, scholars and traders, Turkey was a paradox: a ‘daintie fruit growing out of a dunghill’, as a later commentator described it.6 In his study of Islamic Constantinople Sandys had to admit that the city was better organised, cleaner, more pious and more charitable than London. Politically, Ottoman society was more egalitarian, as there was no aristocracy and the meanest born might through merit end up in positions of great power. Furthermore, its justice was both less arbitrary and quicker. Ottoman commerce was more advanced, its merchants richer and the markets for luxuries more prosperous. It was truly the wonder of the world. Yet, paradoxically, Constantinople also demonstrated the corrupting influence of wealth and power. In the spectacle of the city Sandys saw not only abundance, but also ‘the pride of a sterne and barbarous Tyrant possessing the thrones of ancient and just dominion’.7 Like many Northern European visitors, Sandys was perplexed by how these riches had fallen upon a people who were not Christian. Of all the countries he visited on his travels, he concluded, Turkey represented the most clearly fallen state of the world.8

Describing the everyday life of the Ottomans, Sandys was caught again and again between opposing signs of magnificence and poverty. In their opulent palaces he was perplexed by the lack of furniture. Although they have splendid ‘Turkie carpets’ on the floor, and ceilings of ‘inlaid wood, adorned with gold and azure of excessive costliness’, there are nothing ‘but bare white walls’, with ‘neither tables nor stools’. Their food, too, was plain and austere ‘so that they live for little or nothing, considering their fare, and the plenty of things’.

Their most ordinary foode is pillaw, that is, rice which hath been sod [boiled] with the fat of mutton. Potage [thick soup] they use of sundry kinds, egges fried in hony, tansies (or something like them), pasties of sundrie ingredients: the little flesh which they eat is cut into gobits, & either sod, or tosted in a furnace. But I thinke there is more in London spent in one day then is in this Citie in twenty.9

In Turkish food, then, Sandys finds another version of his paradox: despite the plenty of provisions, the Turks choose to eat these incomprehensible nothings. That they exercise their taste in this way must be explained, but it cannot be comprehended by recourse to the system of values he used at home. As an aberration, Turkey might be dismissed as a kind of barbarism, were it not also powerful, rich and strong. Seizing upon Turkey’s radically foreign qualities, Sandys hoped to reveal its essence. And of all the unfamiliar fruits of this oriental paradox, coffee was by far the strangest.

As one of the most visible signs of the discipline required by Islam, the food and manners of the Turks were of great interest to Christian travellers. Diet was one of the key ways in which Muslims set themselves apart from ‘unbelievers’, as they were forbidden by the Koran to consume wine and pork. Although Islamic Constantinople furnished many examples of unfathomable differences, the prohibition on drinking wine (and other spiritous liquors) seemed the most perverse. ‘Wine is prohibited by their Alcoran: they plant none, they buy none.’ Nonetheless, he observed the Turks’ taste for wine when they could get it, for in the protected environment of an ambassador’s residence they drank it so liberally, he noted, that there were ‘few go away unled’ from the table. William Biddulph, ‘Preacher to the Company of English Merchants at Aleppo’ in the period 1601–6, thought that these dietary regulations were the epitome of the Koran’s teaching and an example of their heathen hypocrisy. ‘The two chiefest points forbidden in the Alcoran, are, the eating of swines flesh, and the drinking of wine. Yet many of them drinke wine until they be drunken: but I never heard of any Turkes would eat swines flesh.’10 Punishments for possessing wine were severe. So scared were they of being caught in possession of wine by the Ottoman officers, that the Greek sponge divers with whom Sandys had travelled to Turkey had consumed all their stocks in a single session the day before they arrived in Constantinople. But instead of wine the Turks had a mysterious drink, which they held in great regard.

‘Their most common drinke is Coffa,’ Biddulph wrote, ‘which is a blacke kind of drinke made of a kind of Pulse like Pease, called Coava; which being grownd in the mill, and boiled in water, they drinke it as hot as they can suffer it; which they find to agree very well with them against their crudities and feeding on hearbs and rawe meates.’11 Coffee drinking, Biddulph proposes, is a necessary antidote to the diet of the Turks. While ‘coffa’ agrees very well with the constitution of the Turk, he implies it will not suit that of the Englishman. Again, coffee was the sign of Turkish difference and, in a sense, the perfect symbol of Islam. William Lithgow, the eccentric Scottish traveller who made a ‘pedestriall pilgrimage’ from Paris to Jerusalem between the years 1609–14, examined the laws of Mahomet and the Prophet’s life in order to expose the hypocrisy of a religion he repeatedly declared idolatrous:

Mahomet, chiefly prohibiteth in his Alcoran, the eating of Swines flesh, and drinking of Wine, which indeed the best sort doe, but the baser kind are dayly drunkards: Their common drinke is Sherpet, composed of Water, Honey and Sugar, which is exceeding delectable in the taste: And the usual courtesie, they bestow on their friends, who visite them, is a Cup of Coffa, made of a kind of seed called Coava, and of a blackish colour; which they drinke so hote as possible they can, and is good to expell the crudity of raw meates, and hearbes, so much by them frequented. And those that cannot attaine to this liquor, must be contented with the cool streams of water.12

Sandys, following Biddulph and Lithgow, was of the opinion that the Turks drank coffee simply because they were forbidden to drink wine. Not knowing what else to call it, Sandys called this drink ‘Coffa’, a word he derived from the Arabic word for the berries from which it was made. He knew, from his own experience, that it was served as hot as the tongue would permit, in dainty little porcelain cups, and that it was as black as soot. Sandys concluded that the taste was not much better than soot either: burnt, bitter and gritty.

Coffee was an oddity not only in taste and appearance, but also in the effects it had on the body. These effects or ‘vertues’ occasioned much debate among physicians and natural philosophers. In 1601 George Manwaring, a gentlemen engaged with the embassy of Sir Anthony Sherley to Persia, noted, ‘They have a certain kind of drink which they call koffwey, it is made of an Indian seed; they drinke it extreme hot; it is nothing toothsome, nor hath any good smell, but it is very wholesome.’13 Such estimates of coffee’s taste and effects do not suggest a lengthy interaction, although Manwaring’s estimate of its toothsome qualities at least suggests he tried it himself. Another of Sherley’s party, William Parry, further observed, ‘They sit at their meat (which is served to them upon the ground) as Tailers sit upon their stalls, crosse-legd: for the most part, passing the day in banqueting and carowsing, untill they surfet, drinking a certaine liquor which they do call Coffe, which is made of a seede much like mustard seede, which will soone intoxicate the braine, like our Metheglin.’14 A spiced variety of Welsh mead, metheglin was flavoured with therapeutic herbs like rosemary, hyssop, thyme and sage, with a distinctly medicinal taste.

To a drinker not habituated to it, Parry suggests, coffee tasted like medicine. That people might actually be fond of this brew was an idea beyond his comprehension. The Portuguese Jewish merchant Pedro Teixeira, who encountered coffee in the Ottoman provincial capital of Baghdad in October 1604, found it a rather insipid drink. ‘Coffee is a vegetable of the size and appearance of little dry beans, brought from Arabia […] It is black and rather tasteless; and, although some good qualities are ascribed to it, none are proven.’15 Coffee drinking, William Biddulph noted in 1609, was primarily social. ‘It is accounted a great curtesie amongst them to give unto their friends when they come to visit them, a Fin-ion or Scudela of Coffa, which is more holesome than toothsome, for it causeth good concoction, and driveth away drowsinesse. Some of them also drink Bersh or Opium, which maketh them forget themselves, and talke idly of Castles in the ayre, as though they saw Visions, and heard Revelations.’16

Biddulph and Sandys were curious, too, about the effects coffee had on the mind. They thought it acted like opium, another exotic comestible they first encountered in Turkey. Inasmuch as coffee ‘driveth away drowsinesse’, Biddulph thought it was conducive to conversation. The visionary reveries engendered by opium similarly made conversation flow, although with rather different results. While the narcotic poppy made men fanciful, talking of castles in the air, coffee kept them awake. Straight after his description of coffee, Sandys noted that

The Turkes are also incredible takers of Opium, whereof the lesser Asia affordeth them plenty: carrying it about them both in peace and in warre; which they say expelleth all feare, and makes them couragious: but I rather thinke giddy headed, and turbulent dreamers; by them, as should seeme by what hath been said, religiously affected. And perhaps for the same cause they delight in Tobacco; they take it through reeds that have joined unto them great heads of wood to containe it: I doubt not but lately taught them, as brought them by the English: and were it not sometimes lookt into […] no question but it would prove a principal commodity. Neverthelesse they will take it in corners, and are so ignorant therein, that that which in England is not saleable, doth passe here amongst them for most excellent.17

By linking together the three commodities of coffee, opium and tobacco, Sandys identifies their common property. He observed that these little-known products affect the way people think and act: coffee gives men ‘alacrity’ or speedy readiness, just as opium makes them giddy and turbulent dreamers. Both opium and tobacco were well-known in Northern Europe. Indeed, tobacco had been introduced to Constantinople in the year 1600 by English merchants of the Levant Company, who imported it from North America by way of London. The Turkish historian Ibrahim-I Pechevi, writing in about 1635, declared that it was brought by the ‘English infidels’ in the year 1009 in the Islamic calendar (that is, 1600–1), who ‘sold it as a remedy for certain diseases of humidity’. Pechevi admitted that ‘Sensualists and pleasure seekers’ took it up, but in truth he argued its harmful and offensive effects offered ‘no possibility of spiritual pleasure’. Furthermore, he added, ‘its abominable smell taints a man’s beard and turban, the garment on his back and the room where it is used’.18

In Constantinople, George Sandys was repeatedly struck by the magnificence of this great city. He was constantly reminded of its antiquity, reading Roman inscriptions on columns and obelisks, and making comparisons between the ruins of antiquity and the modern splendours of Ottoman architecture.19 In seeking to describe the city, he sought to find its secret. Freighted with scholarship and erudition, however, his account gives very little sense of his own subjective response to his experience. Like many travellers of the time, he was fascinated by the fate of his body in these strange climes, scrupulously noting the effects of food, drink and weather on his health. Coffee was clearly a curiosity worth attention, as one of those special signs of Ottoman exceptionalism. But in detailing his account of his body, and his scholarship, Sandys left little room for his encounters with other people.

As a resident of London for nearly a decade, Sandys had enjoyed the friendship of the public houses near the Inns of Court, where he made the acquaintance of other young men interested in the law, in poetry and witty debate. Later in his life he revelled in the erudite society attracted to London by the royal court and in the 1630s he was a good friend of Lucius Cary, second Viscount Falkland. In the refreshing rural atmosphere of Falkland’s country house at Great Tew in Oxfordshire, Sandys was included among the famous gathering of scholars, poets, wits, theologians, statesmen and courtiers, including Edmund Waller, Ben Jonson and Sidney Godolphin.20 But in Constantinople, one senses Sandys’s struggle to find connection among the merchants and courtiers of the ambassador’s residence, or among the Turks. He was unable to discover men of learning or philosophy, and as the city was without taverns he was unable to establish his own network of friends. As he noted in his pocketbook,

Although they are destitute of Taverns, yet have they Coffa-houses, which something resemble them. There sit they chatting most of the day; and sippe of a drinke called Coffa (of the berry that it is made of) in little China dishes, as hot as they can suffer it: blacke as soote, and tasting not much unlike it.

In the ‘coffa-house’, as he called it, he recognised the kind of convivial social encounters that he enjoyed in the taverns of his London: like-minded men meeting for conversation, for pleasantries and debate, over a sociable drink.21 The difference was that in it the Turks consumed coffee.

A few years earlier, Biddulph had stated, ‘Their Coffa houses are more common than Ale-houses in England; but they use not so much to sit in the house as on benches on both sides the streets neere unto a Coffa house, every man with his Fin-ion ful; which being smoking hot, they use to put it to their noses & eares, and then sup it off by leasure, being full of idle and Ale-house talke whiles they are amongst themselves drinking of it: if there be any news, it is talked of there.’22 Other English travellers had observed these places of public coffee drinking too, even though they didn’t coin a name for them. George Manwaring, who travelled with Sir Anthony Sherley’s embassy to Persia in 1601, made note of the ‘koffwey’ house in Aleppo, which he too thought resembled a tavern. Manwaring noted in his travel diary, ‘As in England we used to go to the tavern, to pass away the time in friendly meeting, so they have very fair houses, where this koffwey is sold.’ Well-appointed and well-attended, the ‘koffwey house’ was availed upon by all Turks who wished to pass away the time in friendly meeting. What attracted men to the coffa-house was socialising. Sandys observed that men found it an ideal place to while away the time, ‘chatting most of the day’. Coffee, Pedro Teixeira observed, is ‘prepared and sold in public houses built to that end; wherein all men who desire it meet to drink it, be they great or mean. They sit in order, and it is brought to them very hot, in porcelain cups holding four or five ounces each. Every man takes his own in his hand, cooling and sipping it.’ The ritualised habits of coffee drinking introduced an important principle to the coffee-house. Not only did the great men of the city, such as officers of the basha’s court, merchants and janissaries, meet with the mean populace, but they did so in a condition of equality. The rituals of coffee drinking reinforced this egalitarian idea, because all were served in turn, no man served another and, furthermore, each was seated according to the order in which he arrived, rather than that of precedence usually encountered in the hierarchical Ottoman state.

Yet it seemed to some travellers unlikely that coffee itself drew men to the coffee-house. Teixeira, although he noted the Turks’ and Persians’ belief in the beverage’s medicinal properties, refused to see this as the reason for the popularity of the coffee-house. ‘Only their custom induces them to meet here for conversation, and use this for entertainment; and in order to attract custom there are here pretty boys, richly dressed, who serve coffee and take the money; with music and other diversions.’23 Sandys, too, found it unlikely that the drink motivated the men’s attendance at the coffee-house. He suggests there was an ulterior, sexual motive, observing that many of the coffa-men kept ‘beautiful boyes, who serve as stales to procure them customers’.

Sandys’s hunting metaphor is revealing: a ‘stale’ was a decoy bird, used to entice other birds into a snare or net. These ‘beautiful boyes’, then, entrapped their customers in the coffa-house. As Sandys knew, the term ‘stale’ was often used to describe the lowest classes of prostitute common on certain streets of London, who lured their customers into situations where they were preyed upon by thieves. Other travellers to the Ottoman Empire were less coy in describing the waiter boys as male prostitutes. George Manwaring in Aleppo in 1601, observed that ‘gentlemen and gallants resort daily’ to the ‘koffwey’ house. In addition to the pleasures of coffee and conversation, Manwaring suggested more diverse pleasures were on offer:

The owners of these houses do keep young boys: in some houses they have a dozen, some more, some less; they keep them very gallant in apparel; these boys are called Bardashes, which they do use in their beastly manner, instead of women, for all the summer time they keep their women very close in the houses, and have use of boys.24

The term he uses for the young waiters, ‘Bardash’, is perhaps derived from the Arab word for slave (bardaj), but was better known in English as a transliteration of an Italian term, ‘bardascia’, meaning catamite, a boy or youth with whom a man has sexual intercourse. Manwaring states unequivocally that the coffee-boys are used in ‘their beastly manner, instead of women’. It would be hazardous to doubt such a candid observer, although it is worth noting that Protestant attacks on Islam often made accusations of this kind. William Parry, for example, wrote in 1601 that he considered the Ottomans ‘damned Infidells, and Zodomiticall Mahomets’.25

On his return to England, Sandys was to find fame as a poet and politician, cultivating a reputation as a sober and erudite man devoted to learning. An account of his travels, published in a prestigious edition, served as his calling card to men in high office and to his fellow scholars. Illustrated with copperplate engravings derived from Italian books collected in Venice, Sandys’s Relation of a Journey was first published in 1615 and was dedicated to the young Prince Charles (the future Charles I). He rewrote his daily journal, in which he had recorded observations of folk customs and manners, his excusions among the ruins and his visits to the great sights. In the manner of Italian travel writers, he leavened his factual account with quotations and references to ancient geographers, church historians, biblical commentary and, especially, the great poets of the classical era. Such a combination was almost unknown in English and the book sold well, with nine editions that century and a substantial extract (including his remarks on coffee) in Purchas his Pilgrimes in 1625. His verse translations of Ovid’s Metamorphosis in 1621 and 1626 sealed his reputation as a writer and ensured his place in court circles. A stockholder in the Virginia Company and the Bermuda Company since 1607, he was propelled into colonial politics by his brother, who had him appointed a colonial administrator to the fledgling colony. As the Virginia colony at Jamestown lurched from one crisis to another, the Sandys brothers were loud among those who pressed for reform. In 1621, having been given the job of promoting industry in the colony, Sandys was sent to Virginia, where he remained until 1625 in the position of Treasurer, promoting an unsuccessful scheme for a glass factory.26

Sandys’s career forms the first connection between America and coffee, although it is most unlikely that he took coffee with him, as some have alleged. On his return, he capitalised on his relations with the newly crowned Charles I, and as a Gentleman of the Privy Chamber pursued the prestige, influence and wealth that comes with preferment. He died in March 1644 at Boxley Abbey in Kent, before the execution of his beloved king, less than a decade before the first coffee-house opened in London.


CHAPTER TWO

The Wine of Islam Discovered

When he visited Constantinople in 1610, George Sandys had found the coffee-houses well established. But in fact they were a comparatively recent phenomenon, no more than six or seven decades old. According to the Turkish historian Ibrahim-I Pechevi, who wrote in about 1635, they were unknown in Constantinople until the year 962 in the Islamic calendar (1554), when they made their appearance during the reign of Suleiman the Magnificent (1520–66). As translated by the eighteenth-century English historian James Douglas, Pechevi (or Bichivili as he is known to Douglas) states that in the year 1554, ‘two Men, nam’d Schems and Hekim, the one from Damascus, the other from Aleppo, set up each of them a Coffee-House in that Quarter of Constantinople call’d Takhtacalah’. Situated near the bustling kapan or market near the port and the shops around the Rustem Pasa mosque, the coffee-house of these enterprising Syrians was ‘furnish’d with very neat Couches and Carpets, on which they receiv’d their Company’. Schems and Hekim offered their coffee at ‘an easy Charge’: Pechevi reports that ‘a Dish of Coffee cost but an Aspre, which is not an Halfpenny of English Money’. The first coffee-house customers of Constantinople, related Pechevi, ‘consisted most of studious Persons, Lovers of Chess, Trictrac [an early form of backgammon], and other sedentary Diversions; and as the generality of the Turks came soon to relish this sort of Meeting-Places, call’d in their Language Cahveh Kaneh, the number of them multiplied insensibly’. From the first, then, the Kahveh Kaneh were places in which customers found as much society as coffee:

They look’d upon them as very proper to make acquaintances in, as well as to refresh and entertain themselves […]. Young people near the end of their publick Studies; such as were ready to enter upon publick Posts; Cadhis out of Place, who were at Constantinople making Interest to be restor’d, or asking for new employments; the Muderis, or Professors of Law, and other Sciences; and, in fine, Persons of all Ranks flocked to them. At length even the Officers of the Seraglio, the Pathas, and others of the first Quality, were seen to go openly to the Coffee House; and as this serv’d to increase the Reputation, so it multiplied the number of them to too great an Excess.1

As they became more popular, the typical clientele of the coffee-house became increasingly associated with indolence: students, professors and out of work kadis (judges). As the coffee-houses grew more numerous, different kinds of establishment emerged. Some of these businesses, as the Turkish traveller Evliya Çelebi notes in Cairo, were little more than coffee shops. Such small and local concerns served coffee to a small neighbourhood or quarter, often delivering a pot of coffee or a tray of cups to nearby businesses, or accommodating a few men on benches outside their door.2 In Aleppo in 1609, William Biddulph observed that customers of the ‘Coffa house’ spilled out into the surrounding streets, noting that it was their practice ‘not so much to sit in the house as on benches on both sides the streets neere unto a Coffa house’.3 Building a grand coffee-house became one of the first things Ottoman rulers did in newly conquered cities, to demonstrate the civility of their rule. Not long after Baghdad was conquered the basha began building defensive ditches, a market place, a merchant lodge or Khan and a coffee-house. Pedro Teixeira, who travelled overland from the Persian Gulf to the Mediterranean in the winter of 1604–5 on his way home from India, noted that Baghdad possessed a ‘Casa de Kaoáh’ among its magnificent public buildings, built by ‘Açen Baxá Wazir’ (Hasan Pasha Wazir) in 1601: ‘These places are chiefly frequented at night in summer, and by day in winter. The house is near the river, over which it has many windows, and two galleries, making it a very pleasant resort. There are others like it in the city, and many more throughout Turkey and Persia.’4 The coffee-house in Aleppo, he discovered, was similarly grand and impressive. ‘The coffee-houses are well built and furnished, adorned with numerous lamps, for that their chief custom is at night, though they have enough by day also.’5 In search of cooler and fresher air, these coffee-houses were frequently sited next to rivers, or with terraces overlooking the city walls.

When Schems and Hekim opened for business in Constantinople in 1554, coffee itself was also considered something of an innovation. Coffee drinking emerged as a practice in southern regions of the Arabian peninsular in the early fourteenth century, although knowledge of the coffee bean and the coffee shrub among physicians and herbalists can be dated some centuries before that. Nonetheless the Ottoman and, before that, the Arab, history of coffee is a difficult story to tell, as there is little firm evidence and the story is confused, and enlivened, by some fairly tall stories. What hard evidence there is suggests that as a beverage, coffee was first consumed by Sufis living in Yemen, in the southern reaches of the Arabian peninsula (Arabia Fœlix). The Sufis used coffee in the performance of their religious ceremonies, for they found that its wakeful properties incited them to mystical raptures during the performance of their lengthy and repetitive recitations. It is not clear when this practice first developed, but it is unlikely to be before the fourteenth century and its use remained relatively uncommon for the rest of that century. In tracing the history of coffee, the principal sources used by Ottoman historians are edicts and opinions given by jurists and judges on the legality of its consumption. The earliest such opinion is recorded in 1438 in Aden, while another implies that coffee was consumed in Mecca by the end of the fifteenth century. As with the Sufis, coffee was taken at first as a medicinal delicacy to enable the pious and the studious to stay awake during their devotions. Coffee-houses were soon established, where men met together to consume coffee, listen to music and play chess or backgammon. Such sociable encounters piqued the curiosity of the authorities, for these activities looked remarkably like those that went on in the proscribed wine taverns. Even the manner in which the little finions or cups of coffee were passed around reminded jurists of wine drinking.6

One evening in 1511, as Khair Beg (Kha’ir Bey), the chief of police of the holy city of Mecca, was returning from prayers at the mosque, he was scandalised to notice that in one corner of the mosque there was ‘a company of Coffee-Drinkers, who were thus fortifying themselves in order to pass the whole Night in Devotion’. The sight filled him with rage, for he ‘imagined they were drinking Wine’, an impression that was only confirmed when he heard of the properties of the mysterious drink. His enquiries led him to the coffee-houses, too, where the numerous ‘Merry-makings’ decided for him that coffee ‘must make People drunk, or at least dispos’d them to commit Disorders forbidden by the Law’. Chastising the coffee drinkers in the mosque, he called an assembly of jurists of the different schools of Arabic law, together with physicians and officers of the police, to debate the status of coffee the next day. Evidence suggesting that its effects were intoxicating and dangerous were eventually persuasive, and the kadis signed a protocol describing the properties of coffee and declaring it unlawful for Muslims. However, when the protocol was presented to the Mufti of Mecca, Kansuh al-Ghawiri, an aficionado of the drink himself, he refused to co-operate with its declaration, even though it left him open to some damaging criticisms by zealots. Despite the Mufti’s opposition, Kha’ir Bey used his powers as governor of the city to ‘visit all the Quarters of the Town, shut up all the Coffee-houses, and burn all the Coffee they could lay their hands on’.7 Knowing they had the support of the Mufti, however, the coffee drinkers continued to drink it in their houses. Their confidence grew in the next year, when Kha’ir Bey was replaced as Chief of Police.8

Other Arabic documents confirm the spread of coffee drinking beyond the Arabian peninsula in the sixteenth century. Coffee is known to have been consumed in Cairo in the first decade of the sixteenth century by Sufis inhabiting the Azhar quarter of the city. Religious zealots again raised the complaint that it was intoxicating and should be forbidden. In 1532, incited by an incendiary fakih, a mob rioted against the coffee-houses, destroying their contents and attacking the clients. Investigating the cause of the riots, the kadi sought the opinion of prominent scholars on the intoxicating effect of coffee. His enquiries suggested that coffee should be permitted, and although in the following years it was from time to time forbidden, devotees were in general allowed to drink it unmolested.9 Essays, dissertations and even poems considering the effects of coffee were issued over the following decades. One such text by Abdalcader Alanzari entitled ‘What ought to be sincerely and distinctly believ’d concerning Coffee that is, if it be lawful for a Mussulman to drink it’, written in the year 996 Hegira, or 1587 AD, discussed the etymology of the word Cahouah (coffee), its properties and history, then surveyed the religious disputes at Mecca and finished with a collection of verses in praise of coffee.10 As well as a polemical defence of coffee drinking, situated within controversy on its legality in Islamic law, this document was a beautiful example of Arabic calligraphy. When the Marquis de Nointel – appointed the French ambassador to the Sublime Porte in 1672 – returned from Constantinople in 1679, he brought back to Paris a copy among his collection of oriental treasures intended for the Bibliotheque du Roy of Louis XIV. There, the manuscript was translated by Antoine Galland, an Arabic scholar and traveller who later wrote the famous twelve-volume contes arabes, The Thousand and One Nights. Galland’s translation formed the basis of his treatise De L’Origine et du Progrez du Café, published in a small edition in Caen in 1699, which became central evidence in subsequent treatises on coffee by the French travel writer Jean de La Roque in 1716 and the Scottish physician James Douglas in 1727.11 By this method, then, Arabic coffee lore was brought to the Europe of the Enlightenment.

It was in Aleppo in 1573 that coffee was first certifiably noticed by a Christian European, a natural philosopher from Augsburg called Leonhard Rauwolf, who is sometimes credited with the ‘discovery’ of coffee. Leaving home in Augsburg in 1573, he travelled overland to Marseilles and from there by ship to the Ottoman port of Tripoli on the Syrian coast, then to Baghdad and Jerusalem before returning home.12 Rauwolf’s first real contact with the Levant was in Aleppo, the commercial hub of Ottoman Syria, located on a fertile plain at the crossing point of important caravan routes between the Mediterranean and Persia. It was there, in the coffee-house overlooking the river Quwayq, that he observed the Turks drinking something they called ‘Chaube’, a drink ‘as black as Ink’. Alerted by the medicinal qualities attributed to the drink, he realised that the plant from which it was made was unknown to him (it was, in the botanical expression, a non-descript). Acquiring some of the coffee berries (evidently raw and unroasted), Rauwolf made the first botanical description of the species later called Coffea arabica: ‘they take a fruit called Bunru, which in its Bigness, Shape, and Colour, is almost like unto a Bay-berry, with two thin shells surrounded, which as they informed me are brought from the Indies; but as these in themselves are, and have within them two yellowish Grains in two distinct Cells.’

Without a European name for this plant, Rauwolf transliterated the Arabic terms: the drink is chaube, or coffee as we now know it, and the berry he calls bunru, an approximation of the Arabic word bun. As his description suggests, there was no coffee plant for him to examine in Aleppo and he is misinformed that the berries come from the Indies.13 Of its preparation, or even roasting, he is silent. ‘This Liquor is very common among them, wherefore there are a great many of them that sell it, and others that sell the Berries, everywhere in their Batzars.’ Although their common drink was water, Rauwolf noted that coffee was consumed in a notably sociable manner, in ‘an open Shop’, where ‘you sit down upon the Ground or Carpets and drink together […] without any fear or regard out of China Cups, as hot as they can, they put it often to their Lips but drink but little at a time, and let it go round as they sit’.14 Although it is as a botanist that Rauwolf takes an interest in this medicinal plant, it is as an observer of human nature that he is directed to coffee, drawn by the spectacle of ‘company’ using it as an excuse for socialising.

By the time Rauwolf returned from his travels he was in his late thirties. In the following decades he directed his energies towards cataloguing his discoveries, and disseminating his new knowledge among his fellow botanists through his publications and the assembly of his herbarium. Among ‘the rare Oriental plants’ he encountered, coffee was one of the thirty-four that Rauwolf was the first to identify in Western science.15 In developing a herbarium, a collection of dried plants systematically classified and labelled, Rauwolf was building one of the most powerful scientific instruments of his day. Through his correspondence with other botanists of the period, such as Gesner and Clusius, he exchanged seeds and samples, and extended his knowledge of exotic plants. A herbarium was, to use a Renaissance commonplace, a ‘hortus siccus’ or dried garden. He carefully mounted dried and pressed samples of the plants on to paper leaves. While it was often a struggle to nurture rare and exotic plants in the botanical gardens of Northern Europe, the botanist could study his herbarium in all weathers. Rauwolf’s travels to the Levant, then, were motivated by a desire to extend the coverage of ‘exotics’ both in his collection and in the botanical community at large. This was not mere classificatory zeal, but also reflected his interest in discovering ‘simples’, that is, herbs which have medicinal properties, sometimes known as officinal herbs, indicating that they were to be kept in stock in a pharmacopoeia. Such herbariums were important tools for medical research and very valuable. After his death, Rauwolf’s collection was acquired by the Kunsthammer in Munich, from where it was subsequently looted by Swedish troops during the Thirty Years War and taken to Stockholm. In Sweden, it was acquired by Isaac Vossius in about 1650, a Dutch scholar, who took it to Holland in 1655 and on to London in 1670, where it was consulted by eminent English botanists, including Robert Morison and John Ray. After Vossius’s death, Rauwolf’s herbarium was acquired by the University of Leiden, where it remains a treasure of the Nationaal Herbarium Nederland.

In 1582 Rauwolf’s account of his travels, developed from his pocket journal, was published in his native Swabian-German dialect.16 In writing his book, he correlated the plants he had encountered with those described by classical and Arabic authorities. In difficult cases he sought guidance from a network of fellow botanists, the most prominent among whom was his old student friend Charles de l’Ecluse (known in the scientific world as Carolus Clusius), who had risen to be the director of the imperial botanical gardens in Vienna. While students together at the University of Montpellier in the 1550s, they had studied Latin translations of medieval Arabic natural histories by Avicenna and Rhases.17 Rauwolf invoked these works in his description of the coffee beans. ‘Being as they agree in their Virtue, Figure, Looks, and Name, with the Buncho of Avicen, and Bancha of Rasis ad Almans exactly, therefore I take them to be the same, until I am better informed by the Learned.’ Although an inspired guess, his identification was to prove controversial and misleading, suggesting, for example, that Arabic use of coffee extended back to the tenth century.18

In addition to Rauwolf’s claim, there are more fanciful stories of the origin of coffee. One of the most widely repeated, both in the seventeenth century and to this day, is that first related in 1671 by an Italian historian of coffee, Faustus Naironi:

A certain Person that look’d after Camels, or, as others report it, Goats, (this is the common Tradition amongst the Eastern People) complain’d to the Religious of a certain Monastery in the Kingdom of Ayaman [Yemen], that is Arabia Felix, that his Herds twice or thrice a Week, not only kept awake all Night long, but spent it in frisking and dancing in an unusual Manner. The Prior of the Monastery, led by his Curiosity, and weighing the Matter, believ’d this must happen from the Food of the Creatures: Marking, therefore, diligently, that every Night, in Company with one of the Monks, the very place where the Goats or Camels pastur’d, when they danc’d, found there certain Shrubs or Bushes, on the Fruit or rather Berries of which they fed. He resolv’d to try the Vertues of these Berries himself; thereupon, boiling them in Water, and drinking thereof, he found by Experience, it kept him awake in the Night. Hence it happen’d, that he enjoin’d his Monastery the daily use of it, for this procuring Watchfulness made them more readily and surely attend their Devotions which they were obliged to perform in the Night. When, by this frequent Use of it, they daily experienced its Wholsomness, and how effectually it conduc’d to the preserving them in perfect Health, the Drink grew in Request throughout the whole Kingdom, and in Progress of time, other Nations and Provinces of the East fell into the Use of it. Thus by a meer Accident, and the great and wonderful Providence of the Almighty, the Fame of its Wholsomness spread itself more and more, even to the Western Parts, more especially those of Europe.19

In Naironi’s fable the power of coffee was discovered by accident. As he remarked, many of the great medical advances in physic, in which ‘occult Vertues and properties of natural Beings’ have been discovered, happened by accident. He made no claim as to the historical period in which this story took place and, indeed, the timelessness of the story makes it sound like a fairy tale or myth. It is thus both specific – a story of a particular event – and imprecise, in that it features ‘goats or camels’ and is without date or place or names. As such it can be endlessly repeated, with minor variations. According to Stewart Lee Allen in The Devil’s Cup (2000), he was told this tale repeatedly in Yemen and Ethiopia in the 1990s, including one pornographic version.20 The story of the dancing goats, then, mythologises the origins of coffee in a providential account grounded in natural processes. Ironically, the story is also an object lesson in practical ‘simpling’, botanising for medical herbs: the monk observes the practice of the animals, experiments with methods of consumption and records the physiological effects upon his body. The myth that this story relates, then, is not only the origin of coffee, but also the empirical art of the new science of the seventeenth century.

After the brief mention of coffee in Rauwolf’s Itinerary (1582), other botanists working in the field began looking out for these ‘seeds’ or beans, including them in their herbals. Rauwolf’s friend, Charles de l’Ecluse, included a brief description of the beans, together with an illustration, in his flora of exotic plants published in Antwerp in 1605.21 In 1592 the Italian botanist Prosper Alpin published a description of the coffee shrub, which he had found in Cairo in the 1580s, growing in the garden of ‘a certain Turk, called Aly Bey’, a captain of the janissaries, ‘there planted as a rarity, never seene growing in those places before’. After his travels in Egypt, Alpin returned to Padua as Professor of Botany, where he created a renowned Botanical Garden. In his Book of Egyptian Plants (1592), he presented the first illustration of the coffee ‘tree’ to a European audience:22

The tree … is somewhat like unto the Euonymus Pricketimber tree, whose leaves were thicker, harder, and greener, and alwayes abiding greene on the tree; the fruite is called Buna, and is somewhat bigger then a Hazell Nut and longer, round also, and pointed at the one end, furrowed also on both sides, yet on one side more conspicuous then the other, that it might be parted into two, in each side whereof lyeth a small long white kernell, flat on that side they joyne together, covered with a yellowish skinne, of an acide taste, and somewhat bitter withal, and contained in a thinne shell, of a darkish ash-colour: with these berries generally in Arabia and Egipt, and in other places of the Turkes Dominions, they make a decoction or drinke, which is in the stead of Wine to them, and generally sold in all their tappe houses.23

In this translation by the English apothecary John Parkinson from 1640, the coffee tree is likened to the family Euonymus, a deciduous shrub variously known in English as pricketimber or spindlewood, from the use to which its wood was applied. Like the coffee tree, Coffea arabica, euonymus, now a widely grown ornamental shrub, has opposite leaves, white flowers and bunches of bright-red fruits. The two plants are, however, not of the same genus. As Alpin observes, the tree’s berries are used throughout the Ottoman dominions to make a decoction or drink, generally sold in their ‘tappe houses’ or taverns – the first explicit reference in a European language to the coffee-house. Nonetheless, Alpin is not aware how the decoction is made, nor that the beans must be roasted before use.

Knowledge of this exotic plant, and its medicinal uses, were widespread among European botanists by the end of the sixteenth century. Rauwolf’s discovery was noted in 1596 by a Dutch physician, Bernard ten Broeke, known to science by the latinised name Paludanus. In the village of Enkhuizen, on the shores of the Zuider Zee, ten Broeke had assembled a well-known cabinet of curiosities, based on the ‘chests filled with the wonders of nature’ that he had collected in his own journey to Syria, augmented by the gifts of many other travellers.24 In 1594 he co-operated in the compilation of a book describing the travels of a local merchant, Jan Huyghen van Linschoten, who had returned from a long voyage to the Portuguese colony of Goa in India between 1583 and 1592. Linschoten’s Itinerario took the form of a description of his travels but was also an advertisement for the commercial potential of the Far East. While Linschoten described what he saw and learnt in Goa, Paludanus adumbrated the scientific details. In a section describing the food of Japan there is a description of the Japanese tea ceremony, collected second-hand from Dutch sailors. Here Paludanus inserted a section describing coffee, noting the curious analogy between the Turkish ‘Chaona’ or coffee and the Japanese ‘warme water’, made with ‘the powder of a certaine herbe called Chaa [green tea]’. Paludanus remarked here:

The Turks holde almost the same manner of drinking of their Chaona, which they make of certaine fruit, which is like unto the Bakelaer, and by the Egyptians called Bon or Ban: they take of this fruite one pound and a half, and roast them a little in the fire, and then sieth them in twentie poundes of water, till the half be consumed away: this drinke they take every morning fasting in their chambers, out of an earthen pot, being verie hote, as we doe here drink aquacomposita in the morning: and they say it strengtheneth and maketh them warme, breaketh wind, and openeth any stopping.

Paludanus, probably from his own experiences in the Levant, is the first to describe the preparation of coffee, noting that the beans are roasted before being seethed or boiled. The beans he likens to the bitter-tasting ‘Bakelaer’ or laurel berries used in some apothecaries’ preparations. As the drink is taken very hot and in the morning, Paludanus relates it to the Aquacomposita or Brandewijn (brandy or gin spirits) that the Dutch took in the morning, for its salutary physical effects. After Linschoten’s book was published in 1596 an English translation was quickly prepared by William Phillip in 1598, alongside others in German, Latin and French. By showing how weak Portuguese control of the India trade was, and the extent of its potential, the Itinerario was a gold mine of commercial information and gained a wide readership. The book was a powerful influence on the merchant traders of both Amsterdam and London, opening their eyes to the prospect of direct trade with the East Indies.

The enthusiastic commentaries on the powers of coffee by travellers and botanists drew the attention of other men of science too. Alerted by their testimony, Francis Bacon, Baron Verulam and Viscount St Albans, the great Renaissance statesman and philosopher, took an interest in the physiological effects of the coffee bean. After his forced withdrawal from political office in 1621, Bacon retired to his family estate at Gorhambury, about two miles from St Albans in Hertfordshire, where he was ‘employed wholly in contemplation and studies’.25 In the final years of his life he developed a series of works devoted to scientific study, publishing, in Latin, the first part of his natural history in November 1621, entitled Historia Naturalis et Experimentalis ad condendam Philosophiam. A few months later, in February 1622, the second part appeared, on the history of life and death, Historia Vitae et Mortis.26 This was designed as a wholesale critique of medical science: rather than aiming simply to diagnose and cure a few diseases and conditions, Bacon directed physicians to the higher aim of prolonging human life. In this book he discusses the physiological effects of a range of natural products, grouping together four similar officinals, including coffee, tobacco, the opium poppy and betel (Piper betle), a leaf chewed as a mild stimulant.27 Before Bacon died in April 1626 – halfway through an experiment with a chicken and some snow to establish if cold could preserve food – he wrote an English version of his natural history, published as Sylva Sylvarum: or A Naturall Historie (1627). Of coffee, Bacon wrote:

They have in Turkey, a Drinke called Coffa, made of a Berry of the same Name, as Blacke as Soot, and of a Strong Sent, but not Aromaticall; Which they take, beaten into Powder, in Water, as Hot as they can Drinke it; And they take it, and sit in their Coffa-Houses, which are like our Tavernes. This Drinke comforteth the Braine, and Heart, and helpeth Digestion.28

Bacon’s observations are unlikely to be from personal experiment: his phrasing in the book suggests that the most likely source for his knowledge is Sandys’s Relation, a book he relied on elsewhere.29 Coffee’s curious physiological properties, shared with opium, betel and tobacco, urged further research. Together, they shared an ability to ‘condense the spirits’ or change the emotional state of the consumer, rendering them ‘Strong and Aleger’, or resourceful and lively.

Another reader much influenced by the travellers’ accounts of coffee was the English philosopher Robert Burton. In the fourth edition of his seminal treatise The Anatomy of Melancholy of 1632, he recommended coffee as a cordial or ‘alterative’ capable of ‘mending the Temperament’. Like ‘Wine and strong drinke’, which he observed ‘have such vertue to expell feare and sorrow, and to exhilarate the mind’, Burton thought coffee had potential as a cure of melancholy. A shy and retiring librarian of Christ Church college Oxford, he was impressed by the Ottoman reputation of coffee as an efficacious remedy. ‘The Turkes’, he remarked, ‘finde by experience’ that coffee ‘helpeth digestion, and procureth alacrity’ (sprightliness and liveliness).30 Coffee also appeared in the major English herbals of the 1630s. Thomas Johnson’s 1636 edition of Gerard’s great herbal (originally published in 1597) included ‘buna’ or coffee among several of the ‘exotics’, the new simples discovered by travelers.31 In 1640 the London apothecary John Parkinson derived a copious entry on coffee from various botanical accounts: ‘Arbor Boncum fructu suo Buna, The Turkes berry drinke’, he noted, ‘hath many good Physicall properties therein: for it strengtheneth a weak stomacke, helping digestion, and the tumours and obstructions of the liver and spleene, being drunk fasting for some time together.’32 By the 1650s coffee was a recognised constituent of the London apothecary’s materia medica.

Among the medical men alerted to coffee’s properties was William Harvey, famous for his account of the circulation of the blood. Harvey was one of the first habitual drinkers of coffee in London, from perhaps as early as 1627.33 A physician at St Bartholomew’s Hospital in Smithfield, London, he came from a wealthy family of Levant merchants. His younger brothers Daniel and Eliab had been admitted members of the Levant Company in 1611 and 1616, and were among its principal traders (Daniel Harvey had the reputation of knowing more about trade than any man in England).34 The Harvey brothers were well placed to import coffee for their own consumption. Much later in the century the antiquarian John Aubrey remarked of William, ‘I remember he was wont to drinke Coffee, which he and his brother Eliab did, before Coffee-houses were in fashion in London.’35 By 1630, then, it is probable that small quantities of coffee were being privately imported to England through Levant Company circles. The diarist John Evelyn wrote (in 1697) that he remembered that in 1637 a Greek Orthodox priest, Nathaniel Conopios, studied at Balliol College, Oxford, where he ‘was the first that I ever saw drink Caffe’. As he remarked, coffee was ‘not heard of then in England, nor til many yeares after made a common entertainment all over the nation’.36 Merchants in Marseilles trading to the Levant also developed a taste for coffee, importing small quantities for their personal use as early as 1644, together with ‘all the little implements us’d about it in Turkey’, including ‘very beautiful … Fingians or dishes … of old China’, according to the recollection of the French traveller Jean de La Roque (writing in 1716).37 When Harvey wrote his will in 1652, he left to his niece Mary West half his linen ‘together with all my plate excepting my Coffey pot’.38 Who got the coffee pot is not clear, though its existence suggests Harvey’s love of its contents. Unlike Bacon, Harvey took little scientific interest in the drink and its properties. To him it was recreation.

Coffee took just over a century to make its advance through the Ottoman Empire, moving up from Yemen through Arabia to Egypt, and from there to Aleppo, Anatolia, Smyrna and Constantinople, slightly more time than the conquering armies of the Ottomans took to make the reverse journey. But coffee was not an army and had no general to direct its strategy. Rather, it was more like a plague, or virus. As all coffee drinkers know, it does not seduce by the flirtatious charms of sweetness but, rather, has a more insidious effect. It is not pleasant to drink for the first time; it is an acquired taste. But it does have rewarding effects and it is habit-forming. Coffee changes people. Moreover, it changes the way they interact with their friends, their fellow citizens and their
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