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Save the World –
with ahosepipe

Bitter secrets of the sugar trade 

If you
like this
WHY
NOT
TRY...
What The Dog
Saw And Other
Adventures,
by Malcolm
Gladwell
(Allen Lane). 

As slaves produced sugar in the
West Indies, their sweat and blood
dripped into the vats of cane sap.
‘Your blood will be drunk in
England,’ one visitor at a plantation
scolded a slave. ‘You no think,
Massa, when you eat our sugar, 
you drink our blood?’ the 
slave responded. 

This episode, recounted by
Elizabeth Abbott in Sugar: A
Bittersweet History (Duckworth
£20 ☎ £18 inc p&p 0845 155 0713)
★★★, captures the horror of 
slave-grown sugar at the centre 
of this fascinating book. Sugar 
was one of the pillars on which the
British empire was built; the fuel
of the imperial engine. 

The history of sugar is stained by
blood, greed and death. Behind the
sweetened tea that ladies sipped in
their parlours, and that comforted
the working-class during the
Industrial Revolution, lies a tale of
brutal exploitation, ecological
destruction and political upheaval.
Abbott takes us on a journey from
medieval feasts and the slave
rebellion in Haiti to soda fountains
and the powerful sugar lobby in the
United States.

Sugar began its life in Europe as
a spice, medicine and status
symbol for the rich and the noble.
Elizabethan courtiers, for example,
delighted in elaborate sugar
sculptures and edible glasses and

dishes. But it was sugar’s arrival in
middle-class and then working-
class homes that transformed it. 

Abbott, whose own ancestors
were from Antigua, is at her best
when she writes about the slave
plantations in the West Indies,
evoking the life of white owners
and the destitution and daily
torture of slaves. 

In England, meanwhile,
abolitionists called for the boycott
of sugar. They calculated that each
family that stopped consuming
sugar and rum could save one
African from enslavement every
21 months. The Emancipation Act
was passed in 1833, but the story
doesn’t end happily: former slaves

were still exploited, and indentured
workers ‘imported’ from China,
Japan and India were not treated
much better.

Since publication of Mark
Kurlansky’s Cod more than a
decade ago, the market has become
saturated with so-called ‘commodity
books’ ranging from the potato to
tea and cocaine. Sugar is one of the
better ones because it unravels the
complex relationships that orbit the
subject, from African and mixed-
race slaves to the freed Africans
and white owners. It is, as the
subtitle says, a bittersweet history.

Andrea Wulf

S
uperfreakonomics, like its pre-
decessor Freakonomics, is a
highly entertaining light read
ideal for casual browsing;
abundant with glorious trivia
well-suited to the bathroom or

downstairs loo. Did you know a drunk
walker is eight times more likely to get
killed in a road accident than a drunk dri-
ver is likely to kill himself or someone else?

At least that is according to authors
Steven D. Levitt and Stephen J. Dubner.
Although it’s true that in the United States
a mere 1,000 drunk pedestrians are killed
annually, as against 13,000 people killed in
drink-related traffic accidents, what this
fails to take into account is the distances
they travel.

Factor in the 43billion miles walked 
and the 2,940billion miles driven every
year in America by people of driving 
age. Then assume that one in every 140 
of those walked miles are covered while
drunk (the same proportion that are driven
drunk). Suddenly it seems to make far
more sense to drive rather than walk home
when you’ve had one too many.

But what of any value does such wacko
trivia have to tell us about the wider
world? Not much, as the authors admit.
‘Many of our findings may not be all that
useful, or even conclusive,’ they say.

Well, fine. Except they want it both ways
because much of the book is dedicated 
to proving that their subject – micro-
economics, or the study of the choices
individuals make – has important applica-
tions in everything from counter-terror-

ism and reducing hospital death rates to
climate change.

Some of their examples are persuasive.
There’s a nice story about the retired 
English banker who has discovered the
mysterious factor – ‘Variable X’ – which
makes it possible to trace Islamist terror-
ists via their banking habits. And there
are some arresting statistics, such as the
shocking reluctance of senior doctors to

Superfreakonomics
by Steven D. Levitt and
Stephen J. Dubner
Allen Lane £20 ☎£18 inc p&p (0845 155 0713)

★★★★★

wash their hands when on duty. In the
intensive care unit of an Australian
children’s hospital, the medics’ claimed
frequency of handwashing was 73 per
cent; but as secret observation confirmed,
it was in fact just nine per cent.

While the book is great on weird detail,
though, it can get hopelessly lost in the
bigger picture, especially in the climate-
change chapter when it becomes smitten
with the theories of a scientific genius
called Nathan Myhrvold.

He believes he has found the perfect
cheap solution to global warming: floating
a seven-mile-long hosepipe up into the
stratosphere with helium balloons and
pumping out sulphur dioxide at 34 gallons
per minute. This will have an effect simi-
lar to the 1991 Mount Pinatubo volcanic
eruption, which blanketed the Earth in a

two-year sulphurous haze, cooling the
planet and offsetting nearly a century’s
worth of global warming.

Unfortunately in their excitement 
about Myhrvold’s polymathic brilliance
(formerly Bill Gates’s chief adviser and
strategist at Microsoft, he’s an expert
chef, mountaineer and photographer, and
he has dug up more T-rex bones than any
one in the world), they forget to ask one or
two important questions.

What if, far from getting inexorably
warmer, the Earth is on the brink of
another ice age? Or what if, instead of
being something to panic over, a rise of
one or two degrees might have benefits
that far outweigh the disadvantages? 
And if we really do now have it in our
power to control the global climate, 
who gets to decide which is the ‘correct’
climate for us to have: the UN; Al Gore;
each of the world’s inhabitants by popu-
lar vote? Sadly, none of this seems to have
occurred to the authors. This matters
because it seriously undermines the pose
they adopt elsewhere in the book as hard-
headed, sceptical seekers-after-truth.

If we can’t trust them to reach a sensible
conclusion on this hosepipe-in-the-sky
scheme, why should we trust them on any-
thing? My advice is that you probably
shouldn’t. Where the first bestseller used
microeconomic case studies to produce
one or two thrillingly contentious yet 
surprisingly persuasive theories – the
idea, for example, that abortion reduces
crime – this new one is much more in the
way of a cash-in potboiler. 

It swoops and dives. It keeps you in sus-
pense. It dazzles you with little surprises.
It’s a fund of marvellous anecdotes that
you’ll want to tell all your friends (if they
haven’t told you first, that is), such as 
the one about the world’s first monkey
prostitute. But I wouldn’t take it any more
seriously than that. 

It looks so much like a scene from Lord Of
The Rings that you half expect a wizened
Gandalf to appear from behind one of the
spectacular rocks, but this is a real sunrise
over the Old Man Of Storr, on the Isle of

Skye. It was captured by Emmanuel Coupe
and earned him pride of place as overall
winner in Landscape Photographer Of The
Year (AA Publishing £25 ☎£22.50 inc p&p
0845 155 0713). Besides his stunning entry,

the large-format book features more than
170 extraordinary images from around
Britain: the work of all the photographers
who were winners or commended in the
four categories of this year’s competition. 

A treat in Storr from our
finest photographers
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