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Author's Note

	I did not set out to write a book about bread. I set out, years ago, to understand why ordinary people who had never read a pamphlet on political theory, who could not have named the philosophers whose ideas would later be used to explain their actions, nonetheless rose up, on the same rough calendar, in village after village, decade after decade, continent after continent, and reached for pitchforks, muskets, or whatever else was closest to hand.

	The textbooks I grew up with gave tidy answers. Taxes were too high. Kings were too distant. Ideas of liberty had finally reached the provinces. All of this is true in its way, and none of it is false, but none of it explains the timing. Why this village, in this year, and not the year before or the year after. Why did the same tax, levied at the same rate, provoke a shrug in one decade and a burned house in the next.

	The answer, once I began looking for it in account books, harvest records, and the diaries of quartermasters rather than in the speeches of the men who later claimed credit for the uprisings, turned out to be almost embarrassingly simple. It was the grain. It was always, in the end, the grain.

	This book follows five hungers across four centuries. It begins in the wheat fields of the Holy Roman Empire in 1524, where a countess asked her peasants to abandon the harvest to gather snail shells for her thread spools, and it ends in the bread lines of Petrograd in February 1917, where women who had queued since midnight for a loaf that did not come turned a factory strike into the end of a dynasty. Between those two points sit the debt courts of western Massachusetts and the whiskey stills of western Pennsylvania, two American uprisings that history remembers as arguments about paper money and taxation, and that this book will argue were, underneath, arguments about the impossible cost of moving a wagon of grain over a mountain.

	I want to be honest about what kind of book this is and what kind it is not. It is not a work of original archival scholarship. I am not a historian by academic training, and I have not spent a decade in the Landesarchiv Stuttgart or the Massachusetts State Archives cross referencing court dockets. What I have done is read widely in the work of the historians who have done that labor, in particular the economic historians who have quietly, patiently, and for the most part outside the popular imagination, built a case that food scarcity is one of the most reliable predictors of civil unrest that we possess, more reliable in many periods than ideology, than religion, than even the presence of a charismatic leader.

	The British historian E. P. Thompson gave this idea its most famous name in 1971, when he wrote of a moral economy of the poor, a set of unwritten but widely understood expectations about what a fair price for bread ought to be, and what a community was entitled to do when that price was violated. Thompson was writing about English grain riots of the eighteenth century, but the framework travels remarkably well. It travels to Swabia in 1524. It travels to Springfield, Massachusetts, in 1786. It travels to Pittsburgh in 1794, and to Petrograd in 1917, and, if the food security economists who have followed in Thompson's footsteps are right, it travels to the present day as well, into the Arab Spring of 2011 and the grain export bans of 2022.

	I have tried, in every chapter, to let the people involved speak in their own historical terms rather than mine. A Swabian peasant in 1524 did not think of himself as fighting for economic justice in the abstract. He thought about the tithe barn, about the portion of his harvest the local monastery would take before winter, about whether what remained would feed his household until the spring planting. A farmer outside Springfield in 1786 did not think of himself as a case study in postwar monetary contraction. He thought about the sheriff coming to seize his cattle because he could not pay a debt in a currency that had effectively vanished from circulation, while his barn held more grain than he could sell for any price a horse could carry to market.

	This is, I hope, a work of narrative history in the fullest sense. Each chapter tells a story, with characters whose names and actions are drawn from the historical record, and each story is meant to be read for its own sake, as an account of people under extraordinary pressure making the choices available to them. But the chapters also build an argument, cumulatively, the way a lawyer builds a case, and by the book's final chapters I hope the pattern will feel less like a coincidence and more like a law, one that modern governments would do well to remember the next time a harvest fails and a finance ministry is deciding what to do about the price of flour.

	A note on scope. I have chosen five case studies rather than fifty, because depth serves this argument better than breadth. Each of these revolts has been extensively documented by professional historians, and I have relied on their work throughout, citing it in the notes at the end of this book rather than cluttering the narrative itself with academic apparatus. Where I quote historical figures directly, I have kept those quotations brief and drawn them from widely published translations and primary sources. Where the historical record is contested, and it often is, especially for events five centuries old, I have tried to say so plainly rather than paper over the uncertainty.

	One further note, this one about names. This book carries my name on its cover, but it belongs, in the truest sense, to the farmers, weavers, tenants, and factory workers who left behind the account books, court records, and eyewitness letters that make this kind of history possible. Most of them could not have imagined that four or five hundred years later, a reader on the other side of an ocean they never crossed would sit with their harvest ledgers and try to understand, at last, exactly how hungry they were, and what hunger made them do.

	Turn the page, and you will meet a village weighing its winter grain by torchlight. It is autumn, and the weighing is not going well.

	 


Prologue: The Grain That Broke an Empire

	The grain store at Stuhlingen held less than it should have, and everyone who filed past the scales that October evening in 1524 already knew it.

	The steward counted it twice, which was unusual, and the second count came out lower than the first, which was worse. Word of the shortfall moved through the village faster than the steward could finish his tally, carried from doorway to doorway the way bad news travels in places where everyone's supper depends on the same harvest. A dry spring had thinned the wheat. A wet, late summer had rotted what the dry spring left standing. And now, in the low light of a stone granary that smelled of dust and mice, the household of the Countess of Lupfen was preparing to take its customary share of a crop that had already fallen short of what the village needed to survive the winter.

	The peasants of Stuhlingen were not strangers to a thin harvest. Subsistence farming across the Holy Roman Empire in the sixteenth century left almost no margin for error in the best of years, and the years since 1520 had not been the best of years. What made this particular autumn different, what turned a familiar hardship into the spark for a war that would eventually claim an estimated one hundred thousand lives across the German speaking lands, was a single instruction that reached the village a few weeks earlier, an instruction so small that it reads, five centuries later, almost like a joke.

	The countess had asked her peasants to set aside their harvest labor, in the middle of the most consequential agricultural season of the year, and gather snail shells from the riverbanks and hedgerows so that her ladies might use them as spools for winding thread.

	It is worth sitting with that request for a moment, because everything this book is about lives inside it. A countess who had never gone hungry, whose granaries were filled by right rather than by labor, asking men and women who counted their winter survival in bushels of wheat to abandon those bushels, even for a day, even for an afternoon, to satisfy a household comfort that cost her nothing and cost them everything. The peasants of Stuhlingen refused. It was, by most contemporary accounts, one of the smaller grievances on a list that had been growing for years, a list that included tithes that took a tenth of every harvest before the peasant's own household was fed, feudal labor duties that pulled men away from their own fields at the exact moments those fields most needed them, and hunting laws that let a nobleman's dogs trample a peasant's standing grain without consequence while the same peasant could be punished for killing a rabbit that ate from his own garden.

	But it was the snail shells, oddly, that broke something. Within days, an estimated twelve hundred peasants had gathered in open defiance, and within a season, that number had multiplied across dozens of territories until, by the spring of 1525, more than three hundred thousand peasants across Swabia, Franconia, Thuringia, and Saxony had taken up arms in what historians now call the German Peasants' War, the largest popular uprising in European history before the French Revolution.

	Historians have debated the causes of the Peasants' War for five centuries, and the debate is not likely to end with this book. Martin Luther's challenge to the authority of the Catholic Church, launched only seven years earlier with a document nailed to a church door in Wittenberg, had cracked open a space in which questioning any inherited authority, spiritual or temporal, suddenly felt possible in a way it had not felt possible a generation before. The printing press had turned that questioning into a portable, shareable thing, carrying pamphlets and manifestos between villages faster than any army could march. A radical preacher named Thomas Muntzer gave the uprising an apocalyptic vocabulary, a sense that the peasants were not merely correcting an injustice but participating in the end of an old world and the birth of a new one ordained by scripture itself.

	All of this mattered. None of it explains the timing quite as precisely as the grain does.

	Look again at the sequence. A poor spring. A ruinous summer. A granary that came up short at the exact moment a noblewoman demanded labor that had nothing to do with survival. The theology was already available in 1517, when Luther's theses first circulated. The printing press had already been transforming the spread of information for the better part of a century. What was new in 1524, what turned simmering resentment into open war within a matter of weeks, was a harvest that failed to reach the barn, layered onto a system of tithes and feudal dues that had never once, in good years or bad, adjusted its demands to account for a bad year.

	This is the pattern this book will trace across four centuries and, before the final chapter, four different continents. It is not a pattern that denies the importance of ideas, of grievance, of charismatic leadership, or of the slow accumulation of injustice that historians rightly emphasize when they explain why a population finally says no. It is a pattern that asks a narrower, more mechanical question, the kind of question an accountant might ask rather than a philosopher. When, precisely, did the granary run short. And what happened in the weeks that followed.

	In Stuhlingen, what followed was war. In Springfield, Massachusetts, two hundred and sixty two years later, what followed was an armed march on a federal arsenal, led by a farmer and former army captain named Daniel Shays, provoked not by a tax on tea or a distant parliament but by a debt collection system that seized farms and jailed men for owing money they could not pay in a currency that had all but disappeared from circulation, while their barns, in many cases, held grain they could not sell for any price a horse could carry over the Berkshire hills. In Pittsburgh, eight years after that, what followed was a rebellion remembered today as an argument over a liquor tax, but which this book will show was, at its root, an argument about the physics of moving grain across a mountain range, an argument the farmers of western Pennsylvania had been losing to geography long before they ever lost it to Alexander Hamilton. And in Petrograd, in the last week of February 1917, what followed was the end of three hundred years of Romanov rule, set in motion not by Bolshevik theory, which had almost nothing to do with the revolution's opening days, but by women who had stood in bread lines since before dawn, day after day, only to watch the bakery doors open onto empty shelves.

	Four uprisings, four centuries, four flags. One granary, again and again, coming up short.

	This book asks you to look past the flags for a while. Past the taxes, the tyrants, the theology, and the theory, toward the ledger that sat underneath all of it, the one that recorded, in bushels and pounds and poods, exactly how much food a population had, and exactly how much a government or a landlord or a distant crown intended to take from it regardless of whether there was enough left over to survive the winter. That ledger, more reliably than any manifesto, tells you when a revolt is coming. It told the Countess of Lupfen's steward, standing over his scales on a cold October evening in 1524, though neither he nor anyone else in Stuhlingen yet understood what the shortfall he had just recorded was about to become.

	 


PART ONE: THE HUNGRY GROUND

	 


Chapter 1

	The Arithmetic of an Empty Stomach

	Two thousand calories a day. That is roughly what an adult doing moderate physical labor needs to maintain body weight and function without gradual decline, and it is a number worth holding in mind for the length of this book, because almost everything that follows is, underneath its costumes and its centuries, a variation on what happens to a community when that number stops being reliably met.

	Modern nutritional science did not exist in 1524, and no peasant in Swabia carried a figure like two thousand calories in his head. But every peasant in Swabia, and every farmer in Massachusetts two and a half centuries later, and every factory worker's wife standing in a Petrograd bread line in 1917, understood the underlying arithmetic with a precision that no textbook could improve on, because they had lived their entire lives doing the sum by hand. A bushel of wheat produced so much flour. A loaf of that flour fed a family for so many days. A winter lasted so many months. If the harvest came up short, the arithmetic simply did not close, and no amount of thrift, prayer, or hard work could force it to.

	The Narrow Margin

	Preindustrial agricultural societies, almost without exception, operated on what economic historians call a narrow subsistence margin. In a good year, a farming household might produce somewhere between ten and twenty percent more grain than it strictly needed to survive until the next harvest. That surplus, thin as it sounds, was the entire cushion

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
