
  
    


    Croissant Myths




    

    



    

    



    Culinary history is full of colorful tales. Even prominent food historians are often happy to repeat some picturesque account of a food's origin without, it seems, doing the most fundamental research to verify it. The two stories examined here are not the only ones told regarding the French croissant, but they are by far the most widely repeated.


    


  


  
    August Zang, “Baker”
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    August Zang began his adult life as an officer and ended it as a wealthy banker and mine-owner. His involvement in the bakery business was brief, a way-station on the road to his real success, and possibly even an embarrassment to him in later years. Future generations might have found this ironic, had those most affected not been blissfully unaware of his impact on their daily life.


    Christopher-August Zang was born on August 2, 1807, the son of the prominent Viennese surgeon Christophe Bonifacius Zang (1764-1835), for whom “Zang's space” is named. He dropped out of school early (which may have contributed to problems with his father), went into the military and soon became an artillery officer. Having studied technical chemistry, he at one point tested samples for the building industry. He also invented a new infantry rifle.


    The romanticizing tendency that seeps into culinary histories has also colored accounts of Zang's life, so that some such histories refer to this son of a surgeon as, variously, “Count”, “Baron” and even “Chamberlain”. As it happens, the poet Heine's brother was made a baron for efforts in journalism very much like Zang's.35 But neither that nor other of these titles are mentioned in those German language sources which document Zang's own life, rather than his part in baking history. His father, on the other hand, was an imperial counselor, perhaps giving Zang access to the highest reaches of Vienna society.


    His father died on September 10, 1835, and Zang, at 28, inherited enough money to live, for a time, grandly.36 In an 1888 article on the Vienna press, H. M. Richter writes that Zang then set up a luxurious apartment, kept fine horses and a carriage and frequented, as best he could, the Viennese nobility. But he soon went through most of what apparently had been a substantial fortune, and also realized that fine horses and a carriage were not enough to make a name for himself.


    

    


  


  
    


    The Baguette


    

    To the degree that Zang is known today, it is not only for introducing the croissant to France. In that country, he is far more frequently cited as having introduced the baguette; that is, the long loaf known the world over as the typical French bread.

  


  
    
      The origin of the Parisian baguette is uncertain, but the most likely hypothesis is that it came from Vienna! It reached Paris in 1840, in a bakery at 92 rue de Richelieu owned by an Austrian who initiated Parisians into his country's traditions.��147

    

  


  
    However, Zang's claim here is a bit more problematic, since the baguette (the bread) is not mentioned in dictionaries until well into the twentieth century and baguette history overall is far from settled.148


    In fact the baguette, too, has its myths. The Economist cites one:

  


  
    
      The baguette was invented during Napoleon's campaign in Russia, gushes the blurb of one [bakery]. Traditional round loaves took up space needed for extra clothes. Napoleon therefore ordered a new shape of bread to be designed that could be carried down the soldier's trouser-legs.

    

  


  
    This story can be dismissed on a number of grounds, not least the difficulty of marching with a stick—of anything—down one's pants leg. More typically, writers offer similar stories for the baguette as for the founding of Zang's bakery:

  


  
    
      The Parisian baguette saw its first birth in the form of the Vienna loaves. In 1837, members of the royal family visiting Vienna discovered there a light, appetizing, flavorful bread, which they said could be very successful in Paris. Count Zang, artillery officer and great chamberlain of the court of Austria, came to Paris the following year and acquired a shop at 92, rue de Richelieu which he converted into a bakery. There he installed a new oven, used the finest flour, produced by Hungarian mills, milk, but without yeast. "Zang" bread was quickly all the rage under the name of the "pain viennois".
    


    
      The baguette proper was born around 1890. New ovens, new bread-making methods, use of direct yeast and design of angled vents on top, this will be the new long bread.149
    

  


  
    This item gives no source for the 1890 date, which cannot be found elsewhere and is, at any rate, unlikely, given the evidence that the baguette appeared in the twentieth century. Otherwise, it is not the only one to link the baguette with the pain viennois—the Vienna loaf. As Patricia Wells wrote in the New York Times:

  


  
    
      Other historians suggest that the baguette evolved from the viennois, the Austrian loaf popular around the turn of the century. The loaf, still found in the majority of boulangeries in France, has the same slender form as the baguette, but is sweetened with sugar and softened with milk.150

    

  


  
    As mentioned earlier, the pain viennois began as the kaisersemmel. Since it existed well before the baguette and today does indeed have the same “slender form”, one might easily assume that it inspired the later bread.


    The big fly in this logical ointment is that it assumes the nineteenth century pain viennois was shaped like its modern descendant. But this is at best unproven and in fact unlikely, given that its model was the kaisersemmel. What does a kaisersemmel look like? In a word, exactly like the American bread with the same name (translated into English): the kaiser roll.


    [image: ]


    Anyone who has had a deli sandwich on this less than refined roll might be surprised to know that the Austrian original was long considered the pinnacle of Austrian bread-stuffs:


     KAISER SEMMEL (EMPEROR ROLL).

  


  
    
      This is one of the characteristic and best selling Vienna varieties of bread-stuff. A perfect, fine Kaiser Semmel is really the pride of the Vienna baker. The moulding of these rolls is quite a knack, and out of a hundred bakers you may find ten who can mould a Kaiser Semmel properly. Of course in Vienna every baker must be proficient in making this particular roll. Before he can do this, he is not considered a good baker.151

    

  


  
    

    Images of the nineteenth century pain viennois are lacking, but numerous sources refer to it as a “petit pain”, that is, a roll, not a “pain” (bread or loaf): “The petite [sic] pains Viennois sold at present are delicious”.152 Even those which do not often make it clear in context that the term refers to a roll: “Viennese loaves - These rolls are prepared...”153 (It does not help matters that Anglo-phone writers of the period often refer to full-size French breads as “rolls”—a confusion which is generally avoided when the French term is petit pain instead of pain.)


    Payen gives a slightly more precise description: “These breads, elliptical, bear a longitudinal groove and transversal rays obtained by very light incisions in the dough.”154 It is true that, later in the century, the dough used for the Vienna loaf was given a variety of shapes (some forgotten today):

  


  
    
      The Vienna loaf has remained in fashion. It is the one generally served in famous restaurants and in comfortable houses. It is presented in different ways: slender and cracked, in corkscrews, round and with five splits: the latter is called "the Emperor". There is also the little Richelieu mirliton and the brahoura or navette.155

    

  


  
    Even if the original shape was now known as “the Emperor” (a literal translation of kaiser), the other shapes, such as the navette, were also rolls, not full-size loaves.


    A rare mention (from 1897) of Vienna bread as a full-size loaf refers to a “Viennese jocko”.156 This would indeed have resembled a baguette. But here it would have been the Vienna bread that was imitating an existing loaf, that is, a jocko. The jocko was one of several very long breads—often six feet in length—made in nineteenth century France. Though there is some disagreement about whether it was made from standard dough or the finer dough similar to Viennese dough, it was a distinct type of its own; a full-size jocko, with its slanting grignes, looked very much like a giant baguette.


    It would be reasonable, in fact, to suggest that the baguette developed from the jocko. But there is no more specific evidence for that then there is for the bread having started as a Vienna loaf. The best that can be said is that the nineteenth century Vienna loaf was not typically like a baguette and very likely did not give rise to it.


    When did French bakers begin to shape the Vienna dough like today's baguette? Very probably, after the baguette itself became popular. Raymond Calvel offers one explanation:

  


  
    
      The so-called Vienna breads and rolls that began to make an appearance toward the end of the 1940s partially replaced farine de gruau-based baguettes and rolls, since production of these latter products was essentially forbidden from August 1940 to September 1956.157

    

  


  
    However, since Vienna breads themselves had been made with gruau flour (and long before most French breads), the question arises of why they would have been preferable in this case.


    A member of the celebrated Poilâne bread dynasty says that the baguette “was imported from Vienna in the late 19th century”.158 This seems very unlikely, even if Paul Richards wrote in 1918 that "the French bread of today is not at all genuine French; a large part of it is really a Vienna loaf, it is made with the Vienna process, only in the large loaves the milk is left out."159. While the influence of Viennese baking on the French is certain (see below), there is no period evidence that anyone from Vienna, much less Zang himself, brought the baguette in particular to France.


    The most likely date for the appearance of the baguette is given in an article from the Economist, which credits the bread's creation to a change in labor law just after World War I:


    
      The French word for baker is boulanger, he who makes boules, or round loaves, not a "baguettier" who makes sticks. In fact the baguette dates back to the 1920s, and its progress has done to traditional French baking what the white sliced has done to the British loaf.

    


    
      Changing technology was partly responsible for the baguette's introduction. By the 1920s most French bakeries were equipped with the steam ovens needed to caramelize the starch on the surface of the loaf to give it a golden, slightly translucent crust. History also played a part. The first world war created a shortage of manpower and traditional loaves prepared from a sourdough became too labour-intensive for many bakers. But the coup de grâce was legal. In October 1920 a new law came into force that prevented bakers from working before 4 am, which meant that they did not have time to bake a fresh boule for the breakfast table. They thus turned to the rapidly prepared baguette.

    


    
      The baguette was a wow. Bakers liked it because it was convenient to make and stayed fresh for only a few hours. Hence customers visited bakeries two or three times a day. Consumers liked the baguette because it is whiter and sweeter than sourdough breads.160
    


    Unfortunately, the Economist's article is inaccurate on several points, notably the implication that it was the baguette which displaced the boule. The jocko and similar long breads had already done that all through the nineteenth century. As for the baguette being “whiter and sweeter”— because made with yeast, rather than leavening—this would not in itself have been a great change. The French had long favored the whitest bread they could find, first rejecting (very healthy) whole wheat (dark) bread and then, increasingly, sour dough bread. In 1856, Husson wrote:

  


  
    
      This pronounced taste of the consumer of every class for white, fine bread does not date from yesterday. "It was about thirty years ago", says Delamare, "when this statute was handed down (that of March 30, 1695), that sensuality began to make its way into bread-making."

    

  


  
    
      But it was the Parisians who pushed this luxury in food far. Formerly, they had pain à la Reine, pain à la Monteron, pain mollet, pain de Gonesse, pain cornu, pain de Ségovie, all types in which the use of brewer's yeast, milk and other ingredients played the principal role. Today, the nomenclature of fancy breads is somewhat simplified though rolls of a particular composition are still made for certain gourmets, such as English and Viennese loaves, it is above all the white color and the taste which please the Parisian, and these advantages, desirable from the hygienic and nutritional point of view, he readily gets, thanks to perfected milling. One must not then be surprised that the use of dark bread has almost totally disappeared from Paris, and if this sort of bread only appears exceptionally, on the modest tables of small households.

    

  


  
    Already under Napoleon, dark bread was losing favor with all classes, as a committee noted in 1812: “'No class wanted to eat [inferior bread], ... one had certain proof in the dark bread which was brought daily to the market and which found few buyers, although the price was very modest."161 While bread made with yeast and sometimes milk was still a luxury at that time, by 1884 the New York Times wrote:

  


  
    
      The genuine Parisian population will not look at brown bread; its bread must be "first category bread;" more still, it is beginning to insist not only upon "first category bread," but to crave for what is called pain de luxe, that is, bread made after the Vienna fashion, of the very finest flour. Twenty years ago only half a dozen bakers in the central district offered for sale this bread "a la Viennoise," at present in every quarter every bakery must have its so-called Viennois baker or lose its customers; it must offer its pain riche, its pain jocko, its pain allemand, its pain de gruan [sic], &c, without counting on an infinite variety of petits pains.162

    

  


  
    And so the baguette was not a revolution in that sense. It is not clear, either, that the bread was a “wow”, given that major periodicals like Le Figaro and La Presse made little or no note of it. Further, the Figaro 's first mention of it, in August 4, 1920, precedes the implementation (in October 1920) of the 1919 law, so even that connection may be fortuitous.



    Still, the first mentions of the baguette as a bread, both in English and in French, are from the early twenties (it took much longer for that meaning to appear in dictionaries).163 By all evidence the term (if not necessarily the bread) appeared around that time.


    How then does Zang get credit for it?


    The answer lies in that steam oven, introduced, with other methods, at the Boulangerie Viennoise. Schirmaker, in 1908, noted the technical influence from the East:, influences which began with Zang: “In a general way, Parisian baking has been reorganized and modernized by German and Viennese bakers (new oven system, use of steam, special flour).”164 Clearly by 1920, the technical infrastructure was already in place to produce a baguette and probably was incrementally established through the late nineteenth century.


    Its implementation, however, certainly began with Zang and his steam oven, and so the food writer Elizabeth David here unknowingly credits Zang with introducing, not just the croissant and the baguette, but, in a word, modern French bread:

  


  
    
      It was the Viennese oven, with its steam injectors and its sloping floor, or sole, which was mainly responsible for creating the tradition of French bread as we know it today. English bakers, and indeed many of the older French ones, still call this type of bread 'Vienna' bread, the true French bread being the old round or cylindrical hand-shaped “pain de campagne” or “pain de menage”.165

    

  


  
    The changes David describes are only some of those introduced, as we have seen, by Zang. Already in 1847, a writer in Chamber's Edinburgh Journal, speaking of both white and brown bread in eighteenth century Paris, wrote:

  


  
    
      At that period, the Parisians were far behind the rest of Europe in the making of fine bread. At the present moment, however, they have nothing to learn; the bread displayed in the windows of the magnificent 
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