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G.B. HAGELBERG

NEITHER SWEET NOR NUTRITIOUS

Sugar. GEORGE C. ABBOTT. London: Routledge, 1990. xv + 396 pp. (Cloth
£45.00)

The Making ofa Sugar Giant: Tate and Lyle 1859-1989. PHILIPPE CHALMIN.
Translated by Erica Long-Michalke. London: Harwood Academie Publish-
ers, 1990. xvii + 782 pp. (Cloth US$ 57.00 or £32.00)

Sugar has about as many facets as there are faces to a sucrose crystal: binder,
bulking agent, cariogenic factor, chemical, colorant, commodity, energy
source, fermentation substrate, flavor enhancer, medication, preservative,
stabilizer, sweetener, and texture modifier are aspects that immediately
come to mind. Millions of people and billions of dollars are employed
worldwide in the production and marketing of what has become one of the
basic foodstuffs of humanity. In the Caribbean and elsewhere, sugar has
been the mortar in the building of nations. Sugar is a field of inquiry for all
kinds of professionals outside the industry - natural and social scientists;
bankers, civil servants, politicians, and trade unionists; journalists and
librarians; doctors, engineers, food technologists, and nutritionists - and
there has long been a need for an overview that answers their questions (or
suggests where answers may be found) and provides a conceptual frame of
reference, something along the lines of the outstanding but now dated The
World's Sugar: Progress and Policy by Vladimir P. Timoshenko & Boris C.
Swerling (1957) or the International Sugar Council's The World Sugar
Economy: Structure and Policies (1963).

Along comes a book simply entitled Sugar from a reputable publisher
and by an author identified on the half-title page as a senior lecturer at the
University of Glasgow and consultant to UNCTAD and the Common-

Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:14:14PM
via free access



92 New West Indian Guide/Nieuwe West-Indische Gids vol. 67 no. 1 & 2 (1993)

wealth Secretariat. Problem solved? Regrettably, no. It seems the Trade
Descriptions Act is no bar to a deceptive book title, and in accordance with
the Peter Principle, an author's position and affiliations would tend to be
inversely indicative of his competence.

The opening words of Abbott's Introduction - "Ever since sugar was first
introduced to the western world over 400 years ago" - préparé one for some
imprecision, but not for the unbelievable hash of misconceptions, miscon-
structions, and self-contradictions that follows. To the bafflement of expert
and layman alike, raw sugar is a "low-value product" and refined sugar is a
"high-value product," but "the margin between raw and refined sugar is, on
average, quite small" and "contrary to popular belief, refining operations are
not a very lucrative business"; "[sugar cane] harvesting is done by hand,
though the process has been extensively mechanized"; the 1974 world market
price boom "led to considerable over-expansion and excess capacity," but
"very little [of the industry's profits] went into investment and capital
replacement"; "the rate of conversion of sucrose to sugar is 1.17 to 1"; "molas-
ses is used to produce alcohol [...] and, more recently, ethanol"; one Euro-
pean Currency Unit is equal to f 1.69"; "the whole production process [of
sugar beet] lasts from 3 to 7 weeks"; refiners on the west coast of the United
States "often face severe competition from beet and cane sugar produced in
Hawaii"; "refined sugar does not travel well. It tends to deteriorate rapidly";
and so on and so forth.

Abbott fulfills his promise "to provide a proper perspective of the history
and early developments of the industry as a background against which to
understand and analyze the changes which have taken place" by galloping
through events from the origin of sugar cane to 1986 - historical association
of sugar production and slavery, rise of the beet sugar industry, technical
transformations, and all - in less than three pages. For him, 1974 - the year
of a world market price spike and the end of the Commonwealth Sugar
Agreement and the United States Sugar Act - "effectively marks the
watershed between what might be called the traditional relationships within
the industry and modern developments."

This foreshortened view is just as well, however, as Abbott's occasional
forays into the more distant past are accident-prone: strange names appear
among the signatories to the Brussels Convention of 1902; bilateral Cuban-
American talks in 1930 are mixed up with the multilateral Chadbourne
Agreement of 1931; and the large sugar estates in Cuba are said to have
been broken up after the Revolution and distributed to 35,000 smallholders.
The dozen or so years within Abbott's focus, moreover, are room enough
for infelicities due to his indiscriminate use of sources (just what he hap-
pened to come across, to judge by the omission of basic texts from the bibli-
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ography) and a habit of stringing together revised and uncorrected figures
in time series.

The most recent date to be found in Abbott's book is 1986. But virtually the
entire account is couched in the present tense, giving obsolete information
the appearance of current validity. "The world sugar industry is clearly in a
very bad way," we are told, but "sugar is not all played out" if the industry
follows Abbott's advice. Paradoxically, despite a "bewildering" diversity of
conditions, systems, and practices, sugar-producing countries have shown
"an uncanny degree of uniformity" in the way they have tried to solve their
problems, but why this might be so is not explored. Even where one can agree
with Abbott's identification of issues to be addressed, such as protectionism,
any resemblance between his portray al and a real sugar industry in any part of
the world today is more or less coincidental.

This is not the sort of literature bought for a holiday read. Indeed, prob-
ably most copies are purchased with public funds. A book entitled Sugar
that does not adequately treat a single aspect cannot be regarded as any-
thing other than a fraud. British merchants are legally required to describe
their goods accurately, and buyers of this book ought to get their money
back. Should they spend it then on Chalmin's history of Tate & Lyle?

Chalmin's sights are set on a business rather than just a company history,
and roughly a third of his work is actually devoted to the world sugar econ-
omy - the environment in which T&L grew from nineteenth-century British
refiners into the world's largest sugar and sweetener group, with interests
stretching from beet and cane sugar to potato starch, and from Queensland,
Australia, via North America to Kaba in Hungary.

This is a panorama that would tax the resources and skills of a highly
accomplished economie historian. The present work is a "slightly shortened
version" of a 1981 doctoral thesis at the Sorbonne, published in French in
1983 and re-issued in English translation seven years later with a brief post-
script covering the period 1980-89. Chalmin was lucky to meet a succession
of indulgent supervisors, examiners, and publishers.

An 800-page book is evidence of industriousness. It is not the author's
fault that the help he received from T&L (which he indicates exceeded the
welcome a British student would have received from a French firm) did not
include access to minutes of directors' meetings. Understandably, for the
years up to the latter 1970s he adds little of substance to the account of a
leading insider, Antony Hugill's enjoyable history of T&L, Sugar and all
that... (1978). Nor can a doctoral candidate be criticized when the promised
parallel analysis of the last century and a half of the world sugar economy
turns out to be more narrative than analysis. Notwithstanding all that, a
solid reference book might have resulted.
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Less comprehensible is the launch of an unrevised English edition after
T&L, as the postscript acknowledges, had evolved in a very different direc-
tion to that repeatedly predicted in the preceding 240 pages, which also pulls
the rug out from under Chalmin's in any event debatable concluding gener-
alizations. But by the time the author bids "our heroes" farewell with a
"Good luck for the next ten years!" it is clear that it is unsafe to rely on
anything he says unless corroborated by another source.

To begin with, there is Chalmin's cavalier attitude towards names and
dates: the Cuban Verdeja Act of 1926, named after the minister responsible,
is attributed to "the president of the Cuban Republic, Verdekja [sic]"; Ram-
say MacDonald supposedly was the British prime minister in January 1937;
Trinidad allegedly adhered to the West Indies Federation in 1948, but
Jamaica was never part of it, etc. Trivial one by one, the inaccuracies and
terminological inexactitudes add up like bird droppings to a pile of guano.
Then there are familiar but odd-looking quotations which, on checking, are
found to have been re-translated from the French. Confidence is further
sapped on fruitlessly searching the chaotic bibliography for titles referred to
in the text and onding countless misspellings and miscitations. Nor is the
bizarre index of assistance, the opening entry under "A" reading: "first
major international sugar agreement." Any residual inclination to regard
this as a serious work of scholarship is finally impaled on one of Chalmin's
numerous exclamation marks and rhetorical flourishes like "We have kept
the main dish for last!"

Modern sugar factories are highly automated, but they don't run on auto-
pilot, as seems to have governed the publication of these books, and there is
quality control. Also puzzling to a sugar economist is how a volume of more
than twice the weight, which moreover presumably incurred a considerable
translation cost, can be sold for nearly 30 percent less than another directed
at the same market. White sugar has on occasion been obtainable on the
world market at a lower price than raw sugar, but the reasons why were
plain for all to see. Until these two books appeared, there was no reason to
fear that intense exposure to sugar literature might cause mental caries. It is
to be hoped that they remain aberrations.

G.B. HAGELBERG
5 New Street, St Dunstan's,
Canterbury, Kent CT2 8AU, England
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