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Chapter I 

Introduction 

Crises of subsistence were far from rare in eighteenth-century 

France. Although France did not experience a full scale famine after 

1709, smaller crises occurred every few years . This accounts for the 

fact that in eighteenth-century France, a majority of people worried 

endlessly about their subsistence and reacted very strongly when they 

felt that it was threatened, or would be threatened in the near 

future. Food riots, which were a perennial problem in anc;en reg;me 

France, also occurred frequently during the revolutionary years . They 

touched a sensitive nerve both among the rulers and the ruled. Food 

riots were express ions of an economic problem, with profound political 

and psychological implications. 

Problems in the provisioning system were dreaded not only by 

ordinary people but by the government as well. No government wanted 

to deal with the social disorder that almost invariably accompanied 

a crisis of subsistence in France. But there was also a theoretical 

and moral reason for the government's concern with subsistence . 
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Tradi ti onally , it was regarded as the sacred duty of every government 

to prov ide for the people 's subsistence. 1 For much of the eighteenth 

century , the government wa s close ly involved with the provisioning 

system. The government itself did not take over the commerce in 

food stuff , but it saw to it that the markets were adequately st ocked 

and that prices remained at levels that the poor could afford. The 

popular i ty of government depended largely on the efficiency with which 

it oversaw the provisioning system and on i ts abili ty to provide the 

people with cheap plentiful food . 

During the revolutionary years , the preoccupation with the food 

question continued . As in the ancien regime , people rioted when they 

thought that their subsistence was threatened. The government, in 

turn , reacted strongly to food riots. The food riots of the 

revolutionary years have not been adequately studied. Albert Mathiez's 

study in two volumes , La vie chere et le mouvement soc;a1 sous la 

Terreur, which was first publ ished in 1897, remains t he standard work 

on the subject. 2 Mathiez's work is truly impressive in breadth and 

scope . He was one of the first historians to focus attention on the 

struggle for popular rights during the Revolution . In his book, he has 

traced the struggle for subsistence waged by the ordinary people 

1 Steven Kaplan, Bread, Politics and Political Economy in the 
Reign of Louis XV, 2 vols. (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1976) , 
1:52 -96 . 

2 Albert Mathiez , La v;e chere et le mouvement social sous la 
Terreur, 2d. ed . 2 vols. (Paris: Payot, 1973) . 
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during the revolutionary years. Although theoretically encompassing 

all of France, in reality Mathiez's work concentrates heavily on Paris 

and on governmental policy and debates in the Convention. 

It should not be assumed that Paris was representative of all 

of France. The views and interests of people in the provinces 

sometimes ran counter to those of Parisians. The situation in the 

Seine-et-Oise is a case in point. The Seine -et -Oise occupied a unique 

geographical position in that it completely surrounded Paris. 3 Its 

economic interests often conflicted with those of Paris and the food 

riots in the Seine-et-Oise had a strong anti-Parisian character. So 

the Seine-et-Oise provides a good example of a non-Parisian 

perspective on the problem of food riots in France. The experience of 

the Seine-et-Oise was not, of course, representative of all the other 

departments of France. But it may be argued that it was fairly typical 

of the grain rich departments that surrounded Paris. This combination 

of particularity and representativeness makes the Seine-et-Oise a 

useful choice for the study of food riots during the Revolution. 

This dissertation studies the food riots in the Seine-et-Oise 

against the backdrop of the revolutionary years 1789-1795. Situating 

the food riots in a revolutionary context allows an analysis of how 

these disturbances combined traditional with non-traditional features. 

This dissertation shows how the Revolution influenced the composition, 

3 In accordance with the law of 1964, the department of the 
Seine-et-Oise was divided into a number of smaller departments of 
which the principal ones are Yvelines, Essonne and Val d'Oise. 
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content and character of a traditional form of popular protest in 

France . 

A. Historiography 

Perhaps the most influential study of the traditional food riot 

has been E. P. Thompson's 1971 article, "The Moral Economy of the 

English Crowd in the Eighteenth Century" . ' Most subsequent works on 

subsistence rioting have been heavily influenced by or have taken 

issue with Thompson's concept of the "moral economy". Thompson was 

criticizing the earlier view that food riots and indeed all forms of 

popular act ion were mindless and momentary outbursts of fury triggered 

by economic stimuli. According to the older view, food riots lacked 

organization, were not informed by any ideology and had no lasting 

impact on politics and society. This view was baldly stated by 

Fran~ois Furet in a 1963 article. 

Courants autonomes, emeutes le plus souvent spontanees et 

mobilisees par conjoncture, violences contre la force des 

choses plus que contre l'inegalite des hommes, soulevements 

sans coordination, sans mandataires et sans ideologie, tels 

sont les traits principaux de ce que nous pourrions appeler 

l'action politique elementaire des classes inferieures." 5 

' E. p. Thompson, "The Moral Economy of the English Crowd in the 
Eighteenth Century," Past and Present no. 50 (1971): 71-136. 

5 Fran~ois Furet, "Pour une definition des classes inferieures a 
l'epoque moderne," Annales: E.S.C. 18 (1963): 470. 
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The principal traits of what we could call the elementary 

political action of inferior classes are autonomous currents, 

riots that are most often spontaneous and mobilized by 

conjuncture, violence against the force of things rather than 

the inequality of men, uprisings without coordination, 

representatives and ideology. 

It was precisely this kind of interpretation that E. P. Thompson 

challenged. 6 Thompson argued that the actions of the rioters followed 

traditional assumptions. Basic was the belief that the several parties 

who lived within the community had certain social and economic 

obligations to fulfill, which, taken together, constituted the moral 

economy of the poor. Any outrage to these assumptions justified 

popular action whose aim was to right the wrong which had been 

committed. In the course of food riots, people variously forced the 

farmers to bring grain to market, lowered the price of grain or bread, 

or prevented the merchant from taking grain out of an al ready 

impoverished community. Clearly associated with the idea of a moral 

community was that of a paternalist government. The duty of the 

representatives of the government was to regulate market practices and 

prevent evil actions. Thompson argued that the decline of paternalist 

practices and the rise of a new laisser-fafre po1itical economy in 

6 Edward Thompson, "The Moral Economy of the English Crowd in the 
Eighteenth Century, " Past and Present no. 50 ( 1971): 71-136. 
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late -eighteent h-century England led to an increase in t he bitterness 

and frequency of food rio t s . 7 

Thompson' s int erpret at ion had a profound inf luence on further 

studies of food riots . Louise Ti ll y used the model developed by 

Thompson in her analyses of food r iot s in eighteenth -century France. 

Tilly traced the rise of new forms of the gra in riot -- the entrave 

and taxation populaire -- against the development of two new national 

trends in France in the late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. The 

first was the change in economic policy from paternalism to laisser­

faire , which meant the decline of the old regulatory market economy. 

The second was the development of a national market in grain with 

Paris as the center, which brought with it increased movement of 

grain , frequent distributional problems and higher prices in producing 

areas .8 

More recently , Florence Gauthier and Guy Robert Ikni have 

elaborated on the concept of a moral economy to argue that the aim of 

the popular movements was to promote a more ethical and egalitarian 

society not based on materialist values alone. Such a society would 

not eliminate economic competition and profit but would seek to 

control their negative effects . 9 Cynthia Bouton in her incisive 

1 Thompson, "The Moral Economy , " 78-79, 93, 99, 131 -132. 
8 Louise A. Tilly, "The Food Riot as a Form of Political Conflict 

in France," Journal of Interdisciplinary History 2 (1971): 23 -47. 
9 Introduction to Florence Gauthier and Guy Robert Ikni eds., La 

Guerre du ble au XVIIIe siecle (Paris: Ed . La Passion, 1988), 7-30. 
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surveys of the Fl ou r War of 1775 in the Oise, has also illustrated 

that the ethical principles concerning prices, the accessib ility and 

distribution of food and the function of government, all of which 

constituted the moral economy, clearly underlay the food riots of 

1775. lO 

The wr iti ngs of these historians clearly demonstrate t hat food 

riots had a well defined objective, to restore the functioning of the 

moral economy which had been temporarily disrupted by illegitimate 

social and economic practices. In their views , the actions of the 

rioters were always modified by "culture, custom and reason", 11 that 

is, legitimized by an appeal to tradition. Therefore, to understand 

food riots, we have to understand the traditional workings of the 

moral economy. 

In recent years, even historians who have accepted Thompson's 

moral economy as a key to understanding the behavior and motives of 

food rioters 12 have held that the concept makes certain assumptions 

1° Cynthia A. Bouton, "L 'economie morale et la guerre des farines 
de 1775," in La Guerre du ble, 93 -110. 

11 Thompson, "The Mora 1 Economy," 78. 

12 Several historians have criticized the concept of the moral 
economy as ahistorical and as an inadequate analytical tool in 
explaining crowd action in food riots. For example, Dale Williams has 
pointed out that Thompson , in positing the traditional moral economy 
which the rioters were supposedly upholding against the political or 
market economy which the rioters were protesting, overlooked the fact 
that the rioters were themselves a part of the market economy. Dale 
Wi lliams, "Morals, Market and the English Crowd in 1766," Past and 
Present no. 104 (August 1984), 56 -73. For a response to Dale Williams 
see A. Charlesworth and Adrian Randall, "Morals, Markets and the 
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about crowd and community behavior that may not be empirically true . 

The moral economy supposed a communal consensus abou t what constituted 

social responsibilit ies and legitimate collect ive action which the 

cr itics argue might not in actual fac t have existed within the 

community . 13 Not all groups within the community joined food riot s . 

Those groups which did might have had different motives for doing so . 

Therefore , it is import ant to note which groups joined food riots and 

which groups did not and why . It is equally important to analyse the 

mot ives of those who did join the f ood riots and to determine if they 

participated in rioting for the same reasons. Doing so would provide 

real insight into how the community functioned . 

Another point that should be noted is that E. P. Thompson first 

used the concept of the moral economy to explain how collectively-held 

notions of justice and legitimate behavior influenced crowd action in 

subsistence rioting in eighteenth-century England . But such was the 

power of this analytical concept that historians have used it to 

English Crowd in 1766," Past and Pres~nt n?· _ 114 _(198_7) : 200 -213. E. 
P. Thompson has also responded to his critics in his article "The 
Moral Economy Reviewed," in Customs in Common: Studies in Traditional 
Popular Culture (New York: The New Press , 1993), 259 -351. 

13 This po int has been made among others by Robert Woods, 
"Individuals in the Rioting Crowd: A New Approach," Journal of 
Interdisciplinary History 14 (1983): 1-24 ; Suzanne Desan , "Crowds, 
Community and Ritual in the Work of E.P. Thompson and Natalie Davis," 
in The New Cultural History. ed., Lynn Hunt (Berkeley, 1989), 47-71· 
Cynthia A. Bouton takes no~e of this. crit!c_ism in. The Flour wa/ 
Gender Class and Community 1n Late Anc1en Reg1me Soc1ety (University 
Park, Pennsylvania: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 1993), 
22 -25. 
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understa nd crowd behav ior in subs is t ence ri ots in diff erent t imes and 

places and in other types of crowd act ion as well . In such cases "the 

moral economy" might obscure as much as it i l luminates because it 

might lead historians to overlook specific and dis ti nctive features 

in collec ti ve activism at particu lar t imes and places . 

In st udying the food riots in the Seine -et -Oise during the years 

1789 through 1795 the di ssert at ion attempts to address these points. 

The dis sertation argues t hat t he r ioters in the Seine -et -Oise were 

protesting the consequences of the liberal economic policies 

implemented by the revolut ionary government and demanding a return of 

the old regulated economy. Their vi s ion of the old regulated economy 

in which the responsibilities of the various parties living in society 

were clearly laid down and enforced by a paternalist government might 

have been an idealized version of that which actually obtained in 

eighteenth -century France . But the relevant point is that they were 

hostile to the lajsser - faire policies of the revolutionary government 

and turned to the past for more acceptable practices and norms. In 

this respect the actions of the rioters wholly conformed to those of 

the subsistence rioters of Thompson's moral economy who turned to the 

past in search of the idealized society rooted in custom and 

tradition. But in other respects the food riots in the Seine-et -Oise 

show a complexity and a modernism not associated with the rioters of 

the moral economy. And this complexity, the dissertation argues, was 

the result of the impact of the Revolution on t he riots . 

9 



The French Revolution led to a widening of the political nation. 

Non -elite groups which had never participated in national politics 

before began to take an interest in the unfolding of the Revolution. 

Part of this politicization was brought about by constitutional means 

such as the extension of the vote, the establishment of electoral 

assemblies and the granting of the right to petition the government. 

But equally important was the wave of popular activism which swept 

through France at the onset of the Revolution in 1789. These popular 

movements like the anti -seigneurial riots of July and August 1789 had 

autonomous origins, but the impact they had on politics at the 

national level and on national legislation gave them legitimacy and 

associated hitherto subordinate groups with national politics. 

Historians have only recently begun to study in detail the impact of 

the Revolution on culture and politics at the local level. For 

example, Suzanne Desan in her study of lay religion and popular 

politics in the department of the Yonne has shown how religious 

activists adapted the language, ideology and techniques provided by 

the Revolution to their own ends and finally forged a new popular 

religious culture which incorporated elements from the old Catholic 

and the new revolutionary culture. 14 Bryant Timmons Ragan has shown 

how the new revolutionary ideology as symbolised in the ideals of 

liberty, equality and fraternity influenced rural political culture 

14 Suzanne Desan, Reclaimfog the Sacred: Lay Religion and Popular 
Politics in Revolutionary France (Ithaca: Cornell University Press 
1990). ' 



and guided political activism in the Somme . 15 Guy Robert Ikni has 

analyzed the influence of the Declaration of the Rights of Man and 

Citi zen on peasant radicalism and shown how the peasantry's 

interpretation of their declared rights led them to formulate a 

critique of economic liberalism. 16 

This study also argues that there was an intimate connection 

between the food riots and the Revolution. Even though the riots were 

autonomous in origin and leadership, the rioters were nevertheless 

influenced by the revolutionary experience. The early years of the 

Revolution and the social legislation of the revolutionary governments 

inspired hopes of radical social change and this hope touched the 

rioters as well. The food riots that broke out in the early years of 

the Revolution in the Seine-et-Oise assumed a breadth and scope that 

surprised the administration of the Seine-et-Oise. An analysis of the 

language used by the rioters in 1792 and 1795 show their concern that 

the Revolution might not fulfill the expectations that it had raised. 

The rioters seemed to find legitimacy for their actions not in 

tradition alone but also in the principles of liberty, equality and 

political sovereignty decreed by the Revolution. Sometimes the rioters 

15 Bryant Timmons Ragan, Jr., "Rural Political Culture in the 
Department of the Somme during the French Revolution." Ph.D. diss., 
University of California at Berkeley, 1988 . 

16 Guy Robert Ikni, "La critique paysanne radicale et le 
liberalisme economique pendant la Revolution fran~aise: droit socia l, 
economie morale ou economie politique populaire?" in La R~voluti on 
franraise et le monde rural. (Paris: Editions du C.T.H.S., 1989), 
507-520. 
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understood and used the political vocabulary popularized by the 

Revolution in quite different ways from those used by the 

revolutionaries in government. They adapted the political language and 

the ideology of the Revolution to suit their own ends and to 

legitimize their actions. While organizing themselves, the rioters 

made use of various techniques of political expression like 

petitioning, pamphleteering and summoning commmunal assemblies. These 

were traditional mediums of expression but the Revolution had given 

them new potency and popularity. 

The food riots in the Seine-et -Oise in the years 1789-1795 also 

show a level of sophisticated organization that is not usually 

associated with the traditional food riots. The impact of the 

Revolution with its emphasis on social justice which could 

(unintentionally) in turn encourage popular activism may also be seen 

here. In some communes in 1792 , the rioters quite overwhelmed the 

local administration. Not only did the local officials accept the 

demands of the rioters, sometimes they even imitated the actions of 

the rioters by organizing raids into local farms and raising local 

militias to "maintain order" in the countryside. To characterize such 

action under the term "riot" might appear to be problematic. It was 

as if an alternative power structure had been established in the 

communes, one dictated by the rioters and established as a result of 

the riots. The riots could assume this level because they were 

occurring in an atmosphere congenial to change. In the Seine-et-Oise 

12 



some district and department officials and notable personalities came 

out in support of demands made by the rioters such as impositions of 

controls on prices and regulation of activities of grain merchants. 

In addition to their feeling that the interests of the Seine-et-Oise 

were being injured by the new economi c policies of the revolutionary 

governments , they shared with the rioters certain expectations from 

the Revolution which they voiced to the central government in 

petitions and delegations. In such cases the riots may be taken as 

evidence of a communal consensus on the organization of society and 

the economy. But the riots could also reflect various kinds of 

tens ions between townsfolk and countrypeop le that was to become 

evident in Montlhery and Dourdan, or between grain merchants, 

fermiers, laboureurs, and the rioters. The murder of Simoneau, the 

mayor of Etampes brought to the fore the strains latent within the 

community and ranged those who opposed the economic policies of the 

revolutionary government against those who supported them. 

The non-traditional aspect of the food riots in the 

Seine-et -Oise is also illustrated by a new demand that came up in the 

course of the food riots there and was closely associated with them. 

This was the question of redistribution of land holdings. In the 

Seine-et-Oise property was very unevenly divided: a handful of rich 

farmers monopolized much of the land while the rest of the peasantry 

had to make do with small strips or were altogether landless. So those 

who lacked enough land to make a 1 iving demanded that the large 

13 



properties be divided up so that more people had access to land. 

Proponents of land reform argued that if a larger number of people had 

access to land and therefore to grain, it would stop a few large 

farmers from monopolizing grain and would help to solve the problem 

of food riots. 

The implications of giving the peasantry access to land has been 

debated by historians. Georges Lefebvre's view was that the peasantry 

was an anti-capitalist force, interested only in production for use 

rather than for the market, and strongly attached to collective rights 

and practices. Lefebvre maintained that the peasant revolution, which 

he declared was "autonomous in terms of its origins, its proceedings, 

its crises and its tendencies," was opposed to the capitalist thrust 

of the bourgeois revolution. In so far as peasant property survived 

the Revolution it served as a brake on the emergence of agrarian 

capitalism in France. 17 

Other scholars have disputed Lefebvre's view that the peasant 

masses were essentially anti-capitalist. Guy Robert Ikni and Florence 

Gauthier have argued that the sma 11 peasantry was not necessarily 

opposed to the market and have maintained that the growth of market 

oriented small farming in areas where peasants were given access to 

17 For a synthesis on Georges Lefebvre's views on the peasantry 
see "La Revolution fran~aise et les paysans," reprinted in Etudes sur 
la Revolutjon fran~ajse (Paris: PUF, 1954). 
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land ushered in cap it al i st agriculture in some parts of France. 18 

This view of peasant- led agrar ian capitalism , the vo ;e paysanne 

t hesi s , has not been empirically proven for most regions of France. 

There is no evidence to show that if the land hunger of the peasantry 

had been sat isfied in the cereal plains around Par is , it would have 

ushered in market -oriented small -scale farming in these regions of 

France. But this demand is si gnificant because it shows that the 

peasantry was doing more than jus t expressing traditional grievances 

wi t h new forms and techniques borrowed from the Revolution; they were 

debating new solutions to old problems rather than just demanding a 

return to the past . Giving the poor peasantry access to land might 

have led to competition over resources and the market which would have 

engendered new kinds of conflict in the Seine -et -Oise. 

In view of what has been said above the food riots in the 

Seine-et -Oise during the years 1789-1795 may be described as a popular 

protest movement which combined traditional and modern features. 

This dissertation emphasises this combination of traditional and 

modern features as it traces food riots in the Seine-et -Oise over the 

years 1789-1795. As the dissertation studies food riots over these 

w Florence Gauth ier, La vo;e paysanne dans la Revolut;on 
franfa;se: L'exemple de la p;card;e (Paris: Maspero, 1977); Ikni, "La 
Critique paysanne radicale et le liberalisme economique," 506-520. The 
t heory about the peasant route to capitalism was first proposed by 
Anatol i Ado in a thesis he wrote in Russian in 1971. A summary of this 
thesis may be found in Albert Soboul, "Apropos d'une th~se recente. 
Sur le mouvement paysan dans la Revolution fram;:aise," Annal es 
h;storiques de la Revolution franfaise 45 (1973): 85-101. 
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years , it tries to place them within their specific political and 

economic contexts. It shows that as the political and economic 

situation in the Seine-et-Oise changed over the years, so did the aims 

of the rioters and the measures they took to redress their grievances. 

So the form and content of the riots also changed. 

Cynthia Bouton first pointed to the necessity of studies that 

went beyond emphasizing the similarities of food riots that erupted 

across time and place to pointing to the distinctiveness of particular 

riots. In her study of the Flour War of 1775 Bouton argued that the 

rioters were using the instrument of the taxation populaire to protest 

not only high prices, scarcity and methods of selling which they found 

unjust, but also the increasing economic and social polarization in 

the pays de grande culture which made their conditions of living 

precarious. The targets of attack were most frequently those who 

farmed the largest amount of land in the countryside. The latter were 

also most closely associated with the privileged orders in the 

countryside either as farmers of seigneurial land or collectors of 

tithe and seigneurial dues. In attacking them, the rioters were first 

of all protesting the social order of ancien regime France. They were 

also protesting the nature of its evolution which was pushing the 

middling and small farmers into the ranks of the landless and making 

1 ife ever more miserable for the latter. 19 

19 Bouton, The Flour War; also Bouton, "L'economie morale." Guy 
LeMarchand has also maintained that when the rioters searched out 
reserves of grain in the monasteries or in the granaries of dime 
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The importance of Bouton ' s work lies in demonstrating the 

evolving nature of the food r iots which, while retaining their 

traditional form , underwent a cons iderable transformation in content 

to take note of the changes in rural society. In this way , says 

Bouton, the taxation populaire in the pays de grande culture during 

the Flour Wars bypassed the traditional movements of subsistence. 20 

In this dissertation too, the emphasis is on change. A survey 

of the riots that broke out in the Seine-et-Oise between the years 

1789 and 1795 shows that the aims and tactics of the rioters changed 

as they attempted to deal with the problems in the provisioning 

system. Actually, these problems themselves varied with changes in 

governmental policy and in the economy. The rioters altered their 

goals and strategies accordingly. This is reflected in the changing 

form , location and content of the riots. Together with the riots, the 

dissertation also studies the rioters. Studies by Richard Cobb, Colin 

Lucas, George Rude and Michel Vovelle have shown that it is possible 

to access the hopes, fears and aspirations of the people actually 

involved in the riots. 21 While this dissertation studies governmental 

owners and farmers who farmed dimes and seigneurial rights, they were 
indirectly attacking feudalism in the countryside. See "Troubles 
populaires au XVIIIe siecle et conscience de classe: une preface a la 
Revolution fran~aise," Annales historiques de la R~volution Fran,aise 
43 (1971): 32-48. 

20 Bouton, "L'economie morale," 110. 

21 Richard Cobb The Police and the People: French Popular 
Protest, 1789-1820 (Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 1970); Colin Luc~s, 
"The Crowd and Politics," in Colin Lucas, ed., The French Revolut1on 
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po licy and its relevance to t he r iots , i t also analyzes the demands 

of the rioters , the ir behavior i n t he course of the rio t s and the 

nature of t hei r participat ion in t he r iot s . 

B. The politics of the Seine-et -Oise 

Under the anc ien regime, the Seine -et -Oise had been a part of 

t he anci ent prov ince of t he Ile -de -France. The department was formed 

in 1790 as part of the admini strative re-organiza t ion undertaken by 

the Constituent Assembly, which was then the chief legislative body 

in France. The Assembly abolished the myriad administrative divisions 

of ancien regime France and replaced them with eighty-three 

departments , one of which was the Seine-et -Oise. " Richard Cobb has 

described the formation of the Seine-et-Oise as the most anti -Parisian 

of a series of measures carr ied out by the Constituent Assembly. The 

Assembly was extremely suspicious of the inhabitants of Paris whom it 

considered to be politica lly dangerous. So the Seine-et -Oise was 

and the Creation of Modern Political Culture, 2 vols. (New York: 
Pergamon Press, 1987), 2:259-285; George Rud~, "La taxation populaire 
de mai 1775 i Paris et dans la r~gion parisienne," Annales historiques 
de la Revolution fran~aise 28 (1956): 139-179 and "La taxation 
populaire de mai 1775 en Picardie, en Normandie et dans le Beauvais," 
Annales historiques de la Revolution fran~aise 33 (1961): ~05 -326; 
Michel Vovelle, Ville et campagne au XVIIIe siecle (Paris: Editions 
sociales, 1980) . 

22 Wi 11 iam Doyle, The Oxford History of the French Revolution 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1989) , 125. 
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designed as a measure to contain Paris , as a means of reducing the 

influence of Paris on the surrounding countryside. 23 

From the very beginning the Seine-et-Oise developed a rivalry 

with Paris. The capital of the Seine-et-Oise was Versailles which had 

been the seat of the royal court since Louis XIV moved there in 1682. 

The Estates General also met at Versailles in May 1789. The Estates 

General was the assembly summoned by Louis XVI in May 1789 to deal 

with the looming economic crisis in France. It included 

representatives of the three orders or Estates in France. The First 

Estate was the clergy, the Second Estate was the nobility, and the 

Third Estate comprised the non-privileged , that is, the rest of the 

population of France. The Estates General renamed itself the National 

Assembly in June 1789, setting in motion the events that became the 

French Revolution in motion. On October 6, 1789, King Louis XVI was 

taken back to Paris by a procession of sixty thousand men and women, 

in the wake of one of the most important food riots of the Revolution. 

On October 5, 1789, about seven thousand women marched from Paris to 

Versailles to protest the high prices of bread. This protest escalated 

into a riot, the scene of which was the royal pa lace. The crowd 

ultimately decided that it would take the 'baker, the baker's wife and 

the bakers's boy,' that is, the king, the queen and the dauphin back 

to Paris with them. From that time Louis XVI and his family were 

23 Richard Cobb, Parjs and ;ts Provjnces: 1792-1802 (London: 
Oxford University Press, 1975), 94. 
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confined to Paris as vi rtual prisoners of the Revolution. 24 The 

National Assembly followed the king to Paris a few days later. 

Versailles was politica ll y overshadowed by Paris from this point 

onwards. The relations between the two cities were mutually hostile. 

The Parisians tended to d i smiss the Versaillais as a "population of 

lackeys" of the royal court. The Versaillais, on the other hand, were 

hostile to the political and economic privileges that the Parisians 

commanded because of their numbers and their political aggressiveness. 

They also resented their own diminished political importance and 

economic deprivation which was the result of the closing of the royal 

court and emigration of the nobles." 

Economic conflicts of interest added to the bitterness between 

Paris and the Seine-et-Oise. The Seine-et-Oise formed a part of the 

region of large-scale cereal cultivation in northern France, from 

which Paris drew its food supplies. In times of scarcity, the 

inhabitants of the Seine -et-Oise resented the outflow of grain to 

Paris, as did the other regions which formed a part of the Parisian 

bread basket. The Seine-et -Oise suffered the most on this account 

because of its proximity to Paris . During the Revolution, the 

government also passed decrees reserving the grain surplus of the 

24 For details of this riot see Doyle, The French RevoluUon, 
121-123. 

"For more on this theme, see Cobb, Paris and its Provinces, 
90-97. 
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Seine-et-Oise for the consumption of the Parisian population.u The 

export of grain to Paris was a leading cause of hostility between 

Paris and the Seine-et-Oise during the period under survey. Adding to 

the problem was the fact that all of the grain that flowed into Paris, 

regardless of its place of origin, had to pass through the often 

hungry Seine-et-Oise. The food riots that broke out in the 

Seine -et -Oise from 1789 through 1793 had an intensely anti-Parisian 

character. 

The anti -Parisian character of the politics of the Seine-et-Oise 

does not mean that the department was counter-revolutionary. Support 

for the war and the Civil Constitution of the Clergy was high in the 

Seine-et-Oise. In the summer of 1792 the department supplied three 

thousand volunteers to the French army and very few departments could 

do better. 21 The department participated enthusiastically in the war 

effort in other ways such as raising money for the war and taking 

steps to manufacture arms. In early 1793, when the Convention ordered 

another 300,000 men to be conscripted for the French army, the 

department responded enthusiastically once again. The First 

Revolutionary Batallion of the Seine-et-Oise left to fight the 

counter-revolutionaries in the Vendee in May 1793 and was joined by 

u For example, the law of 14 brumaire a~ II (November 4, 1793), 
decreed that the department of the Sei~e-et-Oise was to be exclusively 
reserved for the provisioning of Paris. 

21 G. Rocher, Le district de. Saint-qermain-e~ - Laye pendant la 
R~volution: ~tude historique (Paris: F. Rieder & Cie.), 1914. 
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the Thirteenth Batallion of the Seine-et -Oise soon after . The men of 

these batallions were praised by general Canclaux for their bravery 

in the siege of Nantes . Romme, Delacroix and Prieur de la Marne, who 

toured the department in May 1793 as deputies of the Convention, 

lauded the patriotism of the inhabitants of the department of the 

Seine-et-Oise. 20 The rate of oath-taking to the Civil Constitution of 

the Clergy was also high in the Seine-et-Oise and this may be 

interpreted as another sign of support for the Revolution . 29 

In national politics , the deputies of the Seine-et-Oise 

generally followed the dominant national line. Most of the fourteen 

deputies elected to the Legislative Assembly in August 1791 were 

constitutional moderates, loyal to the Revolution but little inclined 

towards radical politics.~ But the Seine-et-Oise was the first of the 

departments to support the Convention in June 1793 after the fall of 

the Girondins. The arrest of the twenty-two Girondin deputies on June 

2 provoked a strong reaction in many departments, where people would 

go on to organize insurrection against Paris. But the Conse;1 general 

and the Directory of the department of the Seine-et-Oise, together 

with the district and communal administrations of Versailles, drew up 

a stong address in support of the Convention. This address was 

28 L. Thenard and R. Guyot, Le Convent;onnel Goujon: 1766-1793 
(Paris: Felix Arcan, 1908), 50-54, 74-77. 

29 Bruno Benoit, Les grandes dates de la RevoluUon fran~a;se 
(Paris: Librairie Larousse, 1988), XII. 

30 Rocher, Le d;stdct de Safot-Germafo, 135. 
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directed at the eighty-th ree department s , especially the department s 

of the west , whi ch had just launched an appeal for revolt. This 

address was read before the Convent ion on June 13 , 1793 . Since this 

was the first departmental statement in favor of the Convention after 

the events of June 2, the Convention had reason to be grateful to the 

Seine -et -Oise, and the reply of President Mallarme to this address 

bears ample testimony to this grat itude. 31 

After June 1793 most of the Seine -et -Oise deputies in the 

Convention supported and collaborated with the Montagnard 

government. 32 Support for the Montagna rd government was especially 

st rong in the districts of Versailles and Saint-Germain-en-Laye , where 

the Jacobin clubs also had a strong Montagnard or ientation .n So it 

is clear that in the Seine -et-Oise, hostility towards Paris did not 

tran s late into hostility towards the Revolution . Despite their mutual 

animos ities , the two departments followed the same political line. The 

food riots that broke out in the Seine -et -Oise during the 

revolutionary years were not, therefore, expressions of widespread 

31 Guyot and Thenard, Le Conventjonnel Goujon, 77 -78 . 

32 See Alison Patrick, The Hen of the Ffrst French RepubUc 
(Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, ~972), 3~0-358 for the 
political affiliations of the deputies of the Seme -et -O1se. It should 
be noted that Jean de Bry, Carra, Grangeneuve, Camus, Goupilleau and 
Barere, although they were also elected from other departments (and 
listed as such by Patrick) actually opted to represent the 
Seine-et -Oise. 

n Michael L. Kennedy , The Jacobjn Clu~s ;n ~he French Revolutjon: 
The H;ddle Years (Princeton: Princeton Un1vers1ty Press , 1988), 421 . 
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counter-revolutionary sentiment in the department , though the rioters 

might protest the consequences of specific policies decreed by the 

revolutionary governments, and might express at various times, 

especially in 1795, their disenchantment with the Revolution. 

C. Structure of Work 

This dissertation focuses on the impact of the Revolution on the 

food riots of the Seine-et -Oise. Chapter II traces the spread of the 

riots in the Seine-et-Oise during the years 1789, 1791, 1792 and 1795. 

It identifies patterns in the geography, society and economy of the 

riot-stricken areas as well as in the behavior and actions of the 

rioters. This chapter and the following chapters also examine these 

patterns. 

Chapter III shows that the riots changed in form and location 

over the years as the economic circumstances within which the 

peasants, artisans and wage-workers provisioned themselves changed. 

This chapter relates these changes to shifts in governmental policy 

which occurred frequently during the revolutionary years and which 

affected the location and supply of grain. 

Chapter III pushes Cynthia Bouton's analysis further to argue 

that not only was the bitterness and frequency of the food riots in 

the Seine-et-Oise born of the nature of social divisions in the 

department, but also that these food riots were directly responsible 
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for giving rise to demands for changes in the social structure in the 

department. 

Chapter IV analyzes the motivations, organization and social and 

demographic composition of the riot groups. It also analyzes the 

impact of the Revolution on the riots. It shows that sections of the 

rioters became progressively more politicized and that their vision 

broadened in breadth and scope as their political education was 

furthered during the revolutionary years . It uses E.P. Thompson's 

concept of the moral economy to measure the depth of this 

politicization. It argues that the rioters looked not to the old 

paternalist model, but to their awareness of political sovereignty to 

further their vision of how the economy was to be organized. 

Thus this dissertation hopes to make a contribution to the study 

of riots. It attempts to show that the riots were complex phenomena 

which changed in shape and content as the views and opinions of the 

rioters changed and as the socio-economic circumstances within which 

the riots occurred also changed. This dissertation also looks closely 

at popular activism during the Revolution and the popular 

consciousness and popular mobilization connected with it. 

25 



Chapter II 

The Geography of Food Riots: July 1789-July 1795 

The department of t he Seine-et -Oise covered an area of 572 , 547 

hectares and had a population of 493,639 in 1790. The Seine-et-Oise 

was bounded on the north by the department of the Oise, on the south 

by the Loiret, on the east by the Seine-et-Marne and on the west by 

the Eure and the Eure-et-Loir. 1 The Seine-et -Oise also completely 

encircled the department of Paris . 

Geography and economy of the region 

The Seine-et-Oise was known for the great diversity of its 

topography and the variety of its soils. 2 Most of the region comprised 

the area known as the Hurepo ix formed by two limestone plateaux 

1 Memoire statistique du departement de Seine-et -Oise, A.N., 
F/20/258. 

2 Memoire statistique du departement de Seine-et-Oise, A.N. 
F/20/258. Much of ~he foll~wing informati~n is t~ken from thi~ 
document and al so "L 'Etat du departement de Se,ne-et-01 se en fruct idor 
an VIII. Rapport du pr~fet Germa~n Garni~r," reproduced in Revue de 
l'histoire de Versailles et de Se1ne-et-O1se 26 (1925). See also Jean 
Jacquart La crise rurale en Ile-de-France (faris: Librairie Armand 
Colin i970). Also A. Defresne and F. Evrard, Departement de 
Sein/et-Oise. Les subsi stances dans le Di strict de Versai 77 es de 
1788-l'an v, 2 vols. (Rennes: Imprimerie Oberthur, 1921-1922), vol. 
1, Introduction. 
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joining together at different levels, although topographically the 

northern districts had more in common with the Oise. This region was 

comprised of large forests like those of Rambouillet and 

Saint-Germain, river valleys formed by the Seine and its tributaries 

like the Orge, Remarde, Juine , Essonne and Bievre, and some very rich 

agricultural land like the Beauce in the southwest, the plateau of 

Longboyau in the region to the south of Paris and the plains of the 

district of Gonesse. Its economy was predominantly agricultural with 

a majority of the population earning a living from agriculture. Wheat 

and rye were the main cereals although barley and oats were also 

grown. 3 

Outside of agriculture the Seine-et-Oise was famed for a very 

large manufactory of printed cotton cloth located at Jouy and for a 

smaller one at Essonne. There were some porcelain factories at Sevres 

and leather workshops at Saint-Germain-en-Laye. There was some 

household production of cotton and woollen cloth and hosiery goods 

throughout the region. Beaumont in the district of Pontoise and 

Louvres in the district of Gonesse were also known for the household 

production of lace. But on the whole domestic industry was little 

developed in the Seine-et-Oise.' 

3 For actual harvest, consumption and export figures see 
chapter IV, "Causes of Food Riots." 

4 On this theme see chapter IV. 
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The region had a thriving commerce in grain, a large part of 

whi ch was directed towards the provisioning of Paris . The flour trade 

was developed in the cantons of Etampes , Corbeil and Oourdan to which 

the numerous mills in these regions bore ample testimony. The flour 

trade was also important in the districts of Pontoise and Gonesse in 

the north. It was directed not only towards Paris but towards 

different parts of the nation as well. 5 

Some very large markets participated in the flour and grain 

trade in the Seine-et-Oise. The most important of these was Montlhery 

in the district of Corbeil . On market day every Monday, laboureurs6 

from as far away as Dourdan as well as from the cereal rich areas like 

Gometz , Nozay and Fontenay-les -Briis in the neighboring district of 

Versailles brought grain to Montlhery . The latter preferred this 

market to Limours which was closer, because Montlhery attracted the 

wealthiest grain merchants as well as numerous bakers from Paris and 

Gonesse. 7 

5 For the growing importance of the flour trade in the Paris 
region , see Steven Kaplan, Provisioning Paris: Merchants and Millers 
in the Grain and Flour Trade in the Eighteenth Century (Ithaca: 
Cornell University Press, 1984), 95, 344 

6 laboureur: a laboureur was a rich peasant who worked, with his 
own equipment, the land that he owned or leased . Also see glossary. 

7 For independent buying by Paris bakers in the markets of the 
Seine-et-Oise, see Steven Kaplan, Provisioning Paris (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 1984), 472-473 
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In a good year as much as 300 -350 muids8 of cereals were brought 

to Montlhery every week. Even in a bad year like 1788, about 30-40 

muids of grain could be found in the hall of Montlhery. Next in 

importance was Etampes, which served as a entrep6t from which the 

wheat from the Beauce was channeled to the north and south of the 

country and even abroad. The Saint-Gilles market in Etampes attracted 

about 150 muids of grain per week. Other important markets were 

Houdan, which could supply the Paris region with as much as 120 muids 

per week, Neauphle-le-Chateau, Chevreuse, Gonesse and Pontoise . 

Transportation systems had been developed with a view to facilitating 

the transport of grain and flour. The Seine and its tributaries like 

the Juine and the Essonne served as important channels to take grain 

and flour to Paris. A network of roads also connected the different 

market towns of the Seine-et-Oise with Paris and other large towns. 

The most important of them was the road between Paris and Orleans via 

Longjumeau, Montlhery, Linas, Arpajon, Etrechy and Etampes. There were 

other important routes to Lille, Calais, Dunkerque, Strasbourg in the 

north, to Rouen, Brest, Nantes in the west and Lyon in the south. 

In 1790, when the department was formed, it was divided into 

nine districts, Mantes, Pontoise, Gonesse, Montfort, 

Saint-Germain-en-Laye, Versailles, Corbeil, Dourdan and Etampes. 

Versailles with a population of 105,000 was by far the most densely 

populated, although two-thirds of its population lived in the town of 

8 
mu;d = 2880 Uvres or 12 seUers or 1872 litres. 
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Versailles or its environs . 9 It was also among the poorest districts 

although it included the two rich cereal belts formed by the plateau 

of Longboyau and the plateau of Gometz . Also poor were the districts 

of Saint-Germain and Mantes which had to import grain from other 

districts to cover their deficits. Both Versailles and Saint-Germain 

suffered economically during the Revolution. The departure of the 

royal court and the aristocracy led to the annihilation of the luxury 

goods industries, particularly stocking making, and also led to 

large-scale unemployment in the building and public works sector.'0 

The point to note is that even the districts which produced 

surplus grain had poor zones. The most striking contrasts could be 

found in the district of Dourdan. Here the two southern cantons of 

Ablis and Dourdan, especially the regions which lay below the river 

Orge, formed a part of the Beauce, one of the richest cereal producing 

regions of France. But the northern cantons of Ramboui l let, Les 

Essarts and Rochefort were poor. The soil was rocky and sandy, covered 

with forest or stunted bushes and not more than 10 percent of the land 

could be used for the cultivation of bread cereals.u The neighboring 

district of Etampes could also claim some degree of prosperity from 

9 Census of 1790. 

1° For Saint -Germain, see A.D.Y., 1 LM 443, £tats Statistiques· 
for Versailles, 0efresne and Evrard, Les subsistances, 1:248. ' 

u Emile Auvray "L'agriculture et les paysans (region de Dourdan 
Rambouillet), a la fin du XVI_IIe _siecl~," Recherche ~t publ_ic~tion ~e~ 
documents relatifs a la v1e econom1que de la Revolut10n, Com1t e 
departemental de Seine-et-Oise 17 (1942-1943): 19-20. 
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its participation in the grain trade. But some parts of Etampes were 

very poor , notably the canton of Chamarande . It was here that the riot 

of March 1792 originated . The soil of the river valleys (in this case 

the valley of the river Juine) tended to be ve ry poor . They were 

e ither forested or used for the cultivation of low quality vines . 12 

The cantons of Milly and Mai sse where the so i l was poor and commerce 

underdeveloped were also poor . Richard Cobb in his studies of the 

f amine of the Year III 13 ha s pointed to the poverty of the population 

which lived along the banks of the ri ver Seine. The soil was poor but 

had t o support a very large population of small cultivators, 

wine -growers and transport workers. 14 The situation was the same in 

Mantes, in Saint -Germain and in Corbeil. In Corbeil in 1795, the 

rioter s were invariably drawn from the poor communes that dotted the 

banks of the river Seine, for example , Draveil, Juvisy, Savigny, 

Morsang -Saint -Orge, Grigny , Ris , Orangis and le Plessis - le -Comte, 

although the scenes of the riots were the rich farms that lay to the 

south -west of the district. The situation in Mantes was no different . 

Whereas the northern canton of Magny enjoyed a prosperity derived from 

12 Observations of the communes of Chamarande, Bren i llot and 
Vi lleconin, A.O. Y., 1 LM 443. 

13 Richard Cobb, "Les disettes de l'An II et l'An III dans le 
di strict de Mantes et la va llee de la Basse Seine," Hemofres de 7 a 
Federation des societes historiques et archeoloques de Paris et de 
l'Ile de France 3 (1951): 231. 

14 The reason for the density of population along the river banks 
will become clear in chapter IV. 
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the large scale cult ivat ion of wheat , the southern communes were poor, 

with the popula t ion largely composed of wine -growers and transport 

workers . 15 Grain , making i t s way to the market -place of Mantes, was 

regularly st opped on the routes during years of scarci ty. In view of 

t his unequal geographical di stribution of wealth within t he districts 

in the department of the Seine-et -Oise it is not surprising that all 

of t he district s whether t hey were deficit or surplus produc ing areas 

were affected by the riots. 

Types of food riots 

The term food riot is used here to include a wide variety of 

disturbances triggered by popular reaction to the non -availability or 

high prices of food. The most common forms of food riots that are 

examined in this chapter are as follows. First, there is the market 

riot which is the food riot in its classic sense . A market riot 

usually occurred when there was not enough grain in the market to 

satisfy the needs of consumers , or when the price of grain brought to 

market was too high. These two developments usually occurred in 

conjunction. In response, the angry crowds which had collected in the 

market square would seize the grain and proceed to sell it at a price 

they deemed just. A variation of the same form was the bread riot 

where the crowd would seize bread from bakers who had come to the 

u See letter of the President of the municipal administration of 
Mantes to the Minister of the Interior, dated 30 brumaire, an IV, 
A.N., F/11/405. 
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market or from bakeries and then sell it at a just price. This was 

called taxation. A third form of the food riot was the entrave where 

cartloads of grain travelling along the roads were stopped and their 

contents sold. Similarly, barges which had docked at a port with a 

cargo of grain were boarded, their contents unloaded and sold. A 

fourth form of the food riot was raids on the farms of cultivators. 

Grain found in the lofts was seized and sold. 

Louise Tilly16 has characterized the market riot as the urban 

version of the food riot and the entrave as the rural version. This 

is undoubtedly correct if only locale is considered. But it is useful 

to remember that participants in a market riot were not only the 

residents of the market town. Inhabitants of surrounding villages were 

often accused of being the primary inciters of a market riot. 

Conversely, disgruntled townsmen often banded together to raid the 

granaries of farmers in the surrounding villages or to stop cartloads 

of grain and forcibly bring them to market. Thus in terms of 

participants, distinctions between urban and rural versions of food 

riots are problematic. 

Although food riots have been classified into various forms as 

above, two or more forms often occured together. For example, rioters 

would stop wagons loaded with grain and headed for a specific 

destination and divert them to the nearest market town. Municipal 

i& Louise Tilly, "The Food Riot as a Form of Political Conflict 
in France," Journal of Interdisciplinary History 11 (1971): 23. 
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officials would then attempt to prevent the grain seized by the crowd 

from being sold on the market , much to the annoyance of the people . 

The latter would then take matters into their own hands and sell off 

all of t he grain in the market. Similarly a period of raids on the 

farms of local cultivators could set the stage for a market riot . Or, 

taxatjon or setting the price of grain could be followed by taxatjon 

or setting the price of bread so that bakers could not make unfair 

profits by buying grain at the controlled prices and selling bread at 

higher prices. In short , a food riot was a many headed and rapidly 

mutating phenomenon. 

The food riots in the Seine-et-Oise were primarily grain, rather 

than bread riots. This was partly due to the fact that the 

Seine-et-Oise was an agricultural region and more people had direct 

access to grain than was the case in a food importing region like 

Paris, where people got their cereals in the form of bread which they 

bought from the bakers. But even in the Seine-et-Oise, the bread 

market was important in large towns like Versailles, 

Saint-Germain-en-Laye and Houdan. Even these large towns suffered from 

grain rather than bread riots during this period. This was largely due 

to the fact that while the grain sector was being transformed by the 

liberalization of the economy, the bread sector was still protected. 

Moreover, the prices of bread were tied to grain prices . So when the 

prices of grain were set by the rioting crowds, the municipal officers 
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lowered bread prices, either on their own accord or under pressure 

from the rioters. 

This chapter traces how the riots spread gradually after their 

initial outbreak in the years 1789, 1791, 1792 and 1795. Detailed 

descriptions will further our understanding of these riots by helping 

to establish certain trends. These trends are analyzed in greater 

detail in the following chapters. This chapter will trace how the 

riots shifted in location from the market-place to the homes of 

cultivators and the reasons for this shift will be examined in later 

chapters. In this overview of riot-affected regions, an attempt will 

be made to point to similarities in the geographical locations and 

economies of these areas. In later chapters, the roles of geography 

and the economy as contributory factors in riots are analyzed. In this 

chapter, the behavior and actions of the rioters are also described. 

Here too, it is possible to trace the emergence of certain patterns 

which will form the basis of the study of the rioters in chapter v. 

In summary, it may be said that this chapter provides much of the 

evidence for the arguments which will be advanced in later chapters. 

The Food Riots of 1789 

The disastrous winter of 1787-1788 was followed by a bad harvest 

in 1788 . These developments set the stage for the food riots of 1789. 

There was shortage of food, anger at the authorities for not doing 

enough to assuage the misery of the poor, and intensified fears for 
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the future. The uncertain political situation in the first half of 

1789 and the widespread rumors of brigandage and pillage all seemed 

to spell impending doom. 17 There was trouble throughout the 

department . Unfortunately, very l ittle information on the riots after 

the outbreak of the Revolution in July 1789 exists. The police files 

which contain detailed accounts of the food riots of 1791 -1792 have 

no records for those of 1789 . M. Gat i n18 puts the blame on the 

non -functioning municipalities of July through December 1789. For his 

remarkable article on the Great Fear of Hurepoix in July 1789, Henri 

Dinet 19 has gone through hundreds of municipal records but has come 

across only a few scattered examples of food riots . So the picture 

remains sadly incomplete .w But the value of even this limited 

17 For the widespread misery in the countryside of France in the 
first half of 1789, see Georges Lefebvre, The Great Fear of 1789, 
trans. Joan White (New York: Pantheon Books, 1973), 7-56. For the 
situation in the department of the Seine-et-Oise, see Henri Dinet, "La 
Grande Peur en Hurepoix," Memofres de la FederaUon des socjetes 
hjstorjques et archeologjques de Parjs et de l'lle de France 18-19 
(1967-1968): 99-200. 

18 Gatin, "La question des subsistances de 1789 a 1795," Recherche 
et pubUcaUon des documents relaUfs a la vje economjque de la 
Revolutjon. Comjte departemental de Sejne-et-o;se l (1907): 48. 

19 Henri Dinet, "La Grande Peur en Hurepoix," 99-200. 

w The following information on the food riots that broke out from 
July 1789 has been taken from scattered records in files C 88, C 89, 
C 242, C 252 (all on microfilm) and registers 01 485 and 01 489 at the 
Archives Nationales. There is a small but important body of evidence 
in D XLI (papers of the Comite des Subsistances), also at the Archives 
Nationales. Secondary sources are - - Defresne and Evrard, Les 
Subsjstances, 1:216-257; Eugene Grave, "Le service des subsistances 
a Mantes: d'apres les registres des deliberations, Juillet et Aout 
1789," Com;te departemental de Sefoe-et-Ojse l (1907): 54-55, 57 -60 , 
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evidence lies in the fact that it gives us an idea of the grievances 

of the people in 1789 and the kinds of problems fa ced by the 

authorities in maintaining the food supply system. 

The lack of grains and flour gave rise to a host of complaints 

from numerous municipalities all through July and August 1789. There 

were rumors that grain was being hoarded and not being brought to the 

market -place. These rumors triggered serious riots in Saint-Germain 

and its surroundings. On July 16 , a crowd of armed men from 

Saint -Germain and Poissy numbering between eight hundred and a 

thousand raided the town of Poissy. They searched the homes of several 

flour and grain merchants. A sizeable amount of grain was found at the 

home of one miller, the Sieur Sauvage . Sauvage was seized and brought 

back to Saint-Germain, where he was taken to the market hall. There, 

an angry crowd demanded that Sauvage should be put to death 

immediately because he was a hoarder . The mayor and some other 

notables intervened to try to save the life of Sauvage. After much 

argument it was decided that a meeting would be held at a nearby 

church, where an investigative committee of twelve commissioners would 

be appointed to look into the matter. Once appointed, the twelve 

commissioners went back to the market-place where they interrogated 

Sauvage. On the basis of this interrogation, they determined that 

Sauvage was not a hoarder. He had, in fact, received a commission from 

the government to form a company which was responsible for converting 

64-65 and Dinet, "La Grande Peur en Hurepoix," 99-200. 
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into flour the grain purchased by the government . This flour was to 

be sent back to Paris to feed the people of the city. The 338 set;ers 

of grain discovered at Sauvage' s home was part of a cargo that had 

arrived about twelve days ea r lier. About 128 sacks had already been 

converted and had been sent back to the ecole m;1;ta;re at Paris. The 

rest would be sent to the same destination as soon as it had been 

converted into flour. 

The commissioners came out of the market-place and tried to tell 

the crowd of their findings. But they could not make themselves heard 

above the uproar . One or two of the commissioners were actually 

threatened that they would be hanged if they tried to defend Sauvage . 

Thereupon it was decided that the twelve commissioners together with 

the crowd would move to the church once again where the former would 

make public Sauvage's responses to their interrogation. But while most 

of the people did move to the church a few stayed behind. They seized 

a knife from a butcher boy, went inside the hall where Sauvage was 

being held prisoner and cut off his head. Not content with this they 

mounted Sauvage's head on a pike and carried it in triumph around the 

town . 

The next day the crowd left for nearby Andresy and Puiseaux to 

search for grain. At Puiseaux, they discovered grain at the home of 

s;eur Thomassin, a grain merchant. Thomassin was seized, tied to a 

grain cart and dragged back to Saint-Germain, where he was promised 

the same fate t hat had befallen Sauvage . Before leaving Puiseaux, the 
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crowd announced that the next day it would be the turn of the town of 

Pontoise where six heads were destined to fall. When the news arrived 

at Ponto i se, there was tumult in the town. Ponto i se, one of the 

largest grain markets in the area , was inhabited by a large number of 

grain and flour merchants. While the latter fled to their homes and 

locked themselves in, a frantic municipality dashed off two letters 

to the National Assembly begging for armed help . The municipality did 

not forget to mention that if Pontoise was attacked, the storehouses 

that held grain for Paris would not be left untouched. So the 

provisioning of Paris would be int errupted .~ 

The implicit threat had its desired effect. A commission of 

deputies from the National Assembly rushed first to Saint-Germain and 

then to the prison of Poissy where Thomassin had been taken. In front 

of the prison, the deputies confronted a huge crowd of men and women 

who were bent on hanging Thomassin. The deputies intervened, at first 

with little effect. Thomassin was dragged out and tied up against a 

wall. Someone went in search of gallows and another for the confessor. 

This interval turned out to be critical for during this time the crowd 

lost its unity. Some inhabitants of Poissy declared that they did not 

~ For events in Saint-Germain, Poissy and Andresy, see letter of 
the Marechal de Noailles, governor of Saint-Germain, to the National 
Assembly dated July 18; proces verbaux drawn up against the Sieurs Le 
Clerc and Sauvage, dated July 16, Interrogation of Sauvage dated July 
17 and Pieces justificatives de l'innocence de Sauvage, dated July 21; 
two letters of the Municipality of Pontoise, both dated July 18. All 
of these documents can be found in A.N., C 89 . See also letter of the 
Municipality of Poissy to the National Assembly dated July 16, 1789, 
A.N., C 88. 
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want any blood shed in their town. They handed over Thomassin to the 

deputies with the stipulation that he be brought to trial. These 

people themselves escorted Thomassin and the deputies out of town and 

even showed them a way to Versailles which would enable them to avoid 

the town of Saint-Germain ." 

These events made the town of Saint-Germain notorious. Matters 

were not much helped by persistent reports that inhabitants of the 

town were waylaying cartloads of grain destined for Paris and 

Versailles and carrying it away to Saint-Germain. The Municipality of 

Poissy complained that forty carts of grain had been diverted from 

Poissy to Saint -Germain. 0 Meanwhile in the district of Mantes forty­

five carts of grain destined for Paris were stopped in the commune of 

Limay. 24 At Arpajon in the district of Corbeil, two carts of grain, 

similarly destined for Paris, were stopped on July 17. When the 

marechaussee arrived, they found the people determined to guard their 

booty in view of the fact that there had been no grain in the 

market -place that morning and the bakers had stopped baking bread for 

lack of flour. The marechaussee was assured that the waylaid grain 

22 For the mission of the deputies, see ArcMves parlementafres 
de 1787 a 1860; recue;l complet des de~ats leg;slatjfs et pol;t;ques 
des chambres fran~ajses (premjere ser,e, 1787-99), 92 vols . (Paris: 
Librairie administrative de P. Dupont, 1862-1980), 8:249-250, Session 
of July 20, 1789. 

23 Letter of the Municipality of Poissy to the Natio11al Assembly 
dated July 16, A.N., C 88. See also Defresne and Evrard, Les 
subsjstances, 1:28. 

"Grave, "Le service des subsistances i Mantes, 1789," 64. 
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would not be pillaged but would be sold according to the current 

market price. " Stoppages of grain destined for Paris and Versailles 

became so common that armed escorts had to be provided by the 

authorities to provide for its safe passage. 0 

Meanwhile matters had taken a serious turn at Chevreuse in the 

district of Versailles. The inhabitants of Chevreuse and its 

surroundings had been clamoring for grain for quite some time. They 

found an able leader in their cure Joseph Adant. Adant had long found 

himself at odds with the municipality because of his revolutionary 

preaching. In July, when Chevreuse found itself devoid of grain, Adant 

intervened with the court on behalf of his parishioners. In response 

to his letter, the Secretary of State of the King's court (Secreta;re 

d'etat de la majson du Ro;) wrote that he would have willingly helped 

the town, but he did not have any surplus grain at his disposal. He 

would have been glad if the cure pointed out where grain could be 

found. Even before the Secretary's letter reached Chevreuse, the 

people had pointed out in rude fashion where grain could be found. On 

July 19, the partisans of the cure forced their mayor, some municipal 

officers and some notables to lead them on a march on the farms of 

several surrounding cultivators. Grain found there was brought back 

"Dinet, "La Grande Peur en Hurepoix," 108. 

26 see the instructions given by the Ministers of War to the 
commanders of various regiments in July, August and September 1789. 
Defresne and Evrard, Les subsjstances, 1:30-37. 
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to Chevreuse and sold the next day at the set price of 24 ]jvres per 

seUer. 21 

The same pattern of events was repeated at severa 1 other 

market-places . On July 22, at Houdan, before the market -place opened, 

the mayor, together with the commander of a detachment of cavalry of 

the Lorraine Regiment and several inhabitants of the town , searched 

the homes of several laboureurs and grain merchants who lived in the 

town. A brigadier of the marechaussee together with another detachment 

of cavalry searched the farms of laboureurs who lived near the town. 

After these searches the laboureurs, were instructed to bring certain 

amounts of grain to market. This was duly done. The mayor them set the 

price of wheat at 31 Uvres per seUer, mete;] at 26 Uvres and rye 

at 19 ]jvres, much to the outrage of the laboureurs and the grai n 

merchants who had sold wheat at 62 ]jvres per setjer at the preceding 

market. 

Even these measures did not satisfy the crowd, for the 150 

setjers of wheat at the market -place did not meet the needs of the 

more than fifteen hundred hungry buyers gathered there. The mayor and 

the troops were then forced into a search of the storehouses in town 

where the laboureurs and grain merchants had stored all the flour and 

grain that they had not brought to market. Ninety setjers of wheat 

were discovered, brought back to the market-place and distributed free 

21 For events at Chevreuse, see Dinet, "La Grande Peur en 
Hurepoix," 104-107. For the Secretary's letter to Joseph Adant see 
A.N., 01 486, dated July 23. 
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of charge to those who had been unable to secure grain. The mayor told 

the assembled people that there would be no shortage of grain on the 

next market day. He was true to his word. The searches of the homes 

of grain merchants and laboureurs continued over the next few days, 

provoking the latter into sending a strong note of protest to the 

king.w 

Further south in the district of Etampes, the residents of Ferte 

Alais took similar steps on July 20, to ensure that their market would 

be supplied with grain.~ Etampes itself narrowly escaped a riot in 

July. In that month, anonymous letters were sent to several people, 

including the municipal authorities, warning of dire consequences if 

the prices of bread were not lowered. From July 15 onwards rumors 

began to circulate that the city was to be put to flames. Six days 

later, the city learnt from travellers that a detachment of Parisian 

guards accompanied by a large number of people from the countryside 

were marching to Etampes to seize grain and flour. There was panic in 

the city and the tocsin was sounded. People of all estates took up 

positions before the gates, determined to defend their homes 

courageously. 

re For events at Houdan see A.N., C 89, undated letter written to 
the Due de Liancourt, President of the Chambre Nation~le at Versailles 
by the laboureurs and grain merchants of Houdan and 1ts surroundings; 
also letter written by the captain of the bourgeois militia of Houdan 
to the deputies of the National Assembly on July 28, 1789. 

~ Oinet, "La Grande Peur en Hurepoix," 110-111. 
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Two citizens, a lawyer and a postmaster, impatient at the 

~on -arrival of the mentioned army, threw down their arms and wandered 

on ahead to Arpajon to gather information on the number of these 

troops and the object of their mission. Returning promptly, they 

informed the waiting citizens that the officers they had spoken to had 

no other mission than to request Etampes for grain for Paris, and the 

troops had accompanied them to protect the returning convoys. This 

convoy departed with 200 sacks of flour but the Municipality of 

Etampes warned Paris that repeated demands from Paris upon Etampes 

would cause the townspeople to rise up in arms. People had already 

been heard to say that it was better to die with arms in their hands 

than of hunger. 30 

The trouble that the municipal officers had been anticipating 

for so long finally broke out on September 5. Details of the riot are 

unavailable but according to a letter written by the Secretary of 

State of the King's household, a crowd seized control of the 

market-place, set the price of grain and insulted the officers of t he 

police, the millers, and the commissioners from Paris who had come to 

buy flour and grain from Etampes. The latter were prohibited from ever 

coming back to Etampes, where the rioters were determined not to let 

R For rumors in Etampes, see Dinet, "La Grande Peur en Hurepoix," 
104 For the inci dent of July 21, see A.N., DXLl/2, (undated) address 
by the citizens of Etampes to the National Assembly. 
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any grain leave for Paris. 31 This struggle over grain between Etampes 

and Paris caused much bitterness between the two cities and was to 

become a constant feature of their relationship during the 

revolutionary years. 

This resentment against Paris' never-ending grain needs was not 

limited to the town of Etampes. During the grain riot at Houdan, it 

was noted that bakers and grain merchants from Paris had been 

prevented from buying grain at the market-place.
32 

When food was 

short, each commune naturally tried to hold on to its supply of grain. 

The well known localism of eighteenth-century towns and villages came 

to the fore in times of scarcity. On July 19, the town of Meulan 

expressed its concern that the subdelegue of the Intendant at Mantes 

who had been in charge of distributing foreign grains to Mantes and 

its surrounding market-places had resigned and his function taken over 

by a committee of inhabitants of the town of Mantes. Clearly, the 

Municipality of Meulan was afraid that this committee would 

appropriate for Mantes all grain that came in from the outside, 

leaving the surrounding areas to fend for themselves.
33 

31 See letter of the Secretary of State of the King's househol d 
to the Comte de la Tours du Pin dated September 11. Also his letter 
to Saint Suzanne dated September 9. A.N., 01, 486. 

32 See undated letter written to the Due de L iancourt by the 
laboureurs and grain merchants of Houdan, A.N., C 89. 

33 From the register of deliberations of the Municipality of 

Meulan, A.N., C 88. 
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The town of Meulan then went on the offensive. In the months to 

come i t made quite a habit of diverting to its own market -place grain 

making its way to Mantes. M Meanwhile, the city of Mantes was 

struggling to maintain order . In July and August, Mantes was besieged 

by requests from surrounding towns like Meulan, Houdan, Dammartin, 

Dreux, Neauphle and Montfort for grain. On July 18 , a large crowd of 

Mantais demanded that the muni ci pality take measures to provision the 

city and prevent barges and wagons of grain destined for other 

locations from leaving the city. The municipality promised new 

measures and further trouble was avoided.
35 

As the harvest began to come in towards the end of August and 

the beginning of September, the situation appears to have eased 

somewhat although there was a grain riot in the market of Palaiseau 

on September I, and a bread riot in Versailles on September 13. Buyers 

erupted in anger when they found the market-place of Palaiseau sadly 

undersupplied on September I. On being informed by some men and women 

coming from Igny that a cartload of grain belonging to Sieur Sanglier 

was making its way towards Bievres, they spoke of stopping this cart 

and bringing it back to Palaiseau. The rioters were preempted by 

several notables of Palaiseau, who, accompanied by the marechaussee 

and a detachment of the bourgeois militia, went to Sanglier's farm, 

34 Grave, "Le service des subsistances a Mantes, 1789 . " For the 
activities of Meulan see 62, 63, 64, 65, 67 . 

35 Ibid. , 54-55. 
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berated him for not bringing grain to market, opened up his granaries 

and brought back to the Palaiseau market-place a cart carrying 2 

setiers of wheat and 4 of rye. The anger against Sanglier was so great 

that he was forced to take refuge with a member of the municipal 

committee . Meanwhile another crowd went to the mill of the widow 

Thera lagant and forced her to hand over 14 sacks of grain that 

Sanglier had given her to be milled. This grain was sold at the 

market-place of Palaiseau, the wheat at 24 livres per setier and the 

rye at 11 -12 livres per setier. Sanglier himself promised to furnish 

8 setiers of wheat and 5 of rye every week of the current month, and 

a total of 1 muid of grain for the current year.~ 

The only known bread riot of the period took place at Versailles 

on September 13, 1789. The target of the riot was Auguste Boulanger 

whose bread shop was attacked because he persisted in selling the 

twelve-pound loaf at 40 sols instead of at 36 sols which was the price 

set by the authorities. The immediate cause of the riot was a quarrel 

between the baker's wife and a man named Lacombe who had come to buy 

bread three times and each time had insulted her. The third time, 

Lacombe gathered a crowd and this crowd ultimately rioted. Boulanger's 

shop and home were ransacked, and a part of his oven, utensils and 

chairs burned. Boulanger himself was dragged outside his shop and 

almost hanged from a lamp post. He was rescued by the intervention of 

a company of the bourgeois militia led by the sous-lieutenant Petigny. 

36 0efresne and Evrard, Les subsistances, 1:233-234. 
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Boulanger was taken to Lefebvre, commissioner of the quarter and then 

carried away t o pri son to save him from the hands of the crowd . Other 

bakers were also threatened that same evening , among them the Sieur 

Garreau who was licensed to sell bread to the royal palace and who had 

made himself very unpopular by selling an expensive and high quality 

bread to a limited clientele.u After September , we hear of no grain 

riots in 1789 although authorities in market towns like Magny, Corbeil 

and Arpajon continued to requisition grain from the countryside to 

keep their markets adequately stocked and thus prevent riots.~ 

Despite the limited evidence at our disposal it seems fair to 

say that the trends which would become more and more evident as the 

revolutionary period wore on were already apparent in 1789. The people 

were angry because the market -place was undersupplied and the prices 

of grain so high. They blamed the laboureurs and grain merchants for 

diverting grain away from the local markets to those where they could 

obtain higher prices for their grain, notably Paris. The rioters 

targeted the grain merchants and the laboureurs as their primary 

victims and sought to obtain control of the grain that the latter had 

u The events of September 13 at Versailles have been 
reconstructed on the basis of severa_l doc~ments in Defresne and 
Evrard, Les subsistances, 1:242~245 , including R~p~ort de la garde 
bourgeoisie de Versailles, proces verbal des off1c1ers de la garde 
nationale et des gardes de la pr~vot~ de la _Hotel, and proces verbal 
de M. Lefevre, commissaire de pol1ce a Versa1lles, all dated September 

13, 1789. 
~ Letter of the Municipality of the _town of M~gny dated September 

l0; letter of the Municipality of Corbe1l -sur -Se1ne, dated September 

10, A.N., DXLI/2. 
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at their disposal. Their aim was to redirect grain to the local 

market s away from the importing centers like Paris. The resentment 

towards Paris emerges clearly from the description of the riots of 

1789. This tug of war over food was to remain a constant source of 

tension between Paris and the Seine-et-Oise during the revolutionary 

period . 

The Food Riots of 1791 

During 1790 and the greater part of 1791, the situation appears 

to have remained calm in the department of Seine-et -Oise. The next 

wave of riots broke out in September 1791 and this time, unusually 

enough, the coming in of the new harvest signalled the start of 

troubles.~ In studying the riots of 1791 one is immediately struck 

by two singular features. First, the food riots broke out in the 

harvest season when normally food was most abundant and the 

market-place calm. The famous "flour wars 1140 which convu 1 sed the 

northern departments of France in 1775 broke out in May. These months 

were the soudure or waiting period when the produce of the last 

harvest was exhausted and the new harvest was yet to come in. By 

~ Information for the food riots of 1791 has been taken from 
A.N., F/7/3689/6 and F/7/3689/7 and A.D.Y., 1 LM 459. 

~ George Rud~, "La taxation populaire de mai 1775 ~ Paris et dans 
la r~gion parisienne," Annales Historiques de la Revolution Fran,aise 
143 (1956): 139-79, and "La taxation populaire de mai 1775 en 
Picardie, Normandie et dans le Beauvaisis," Annales historiques de la 
Revolution fran,aise 165 (1961): 305-29 . 

52 



contrast Augu st and September was the time of plenty. The small 

cultiva t ors , hard pressed to pay their taxes and dues , would bring 

in the ir harvest to the market and prices would be at their lowest. 

In 1791 this was clearly not the case. Even the administrators were 

surprised and not a little resentful that markets should be so empty 

and grain so dear at the end of an abundant harvest . '1 

The second surprising feature about the riots was that they were 

concentrated in and around the richest grain markets of the department 

of the Seine -et -Oise -- Gonesse and its environs , Etampes, and 

Corbeil -Mennecy. Gonesse was located in a rich grain producing 

countrys ide and its market also attracted grain from Picardy and Brie. 

The reason for this active commerce in grain was the preponderant role 

that Gonesse played in provisioning Paris with bread in the eighteenth 

century . '2 

Etampes was one of the principal grain markets in the Beauce 

which was itself perhaps the most important grain producing region in 

France . Etampes was located on the route from Orleans to Paris . This 

'
1 Letter of the Directory of the district of Corbeil to the 

Minister of the Interior dated September 19 , 1791, A.N. ~ F/ 7/3689/6; 
proces verbal of the Directory of the district of Etampes dated 
September 10; letter of the procureur general ~ynd;c of the department 
of Seine-et -Oise to the Minister of the Interior, dated September 14, 
179~; and the proces verbal of the commissioners sent to the district 
of Etampes, dated September 22-26 all in A.N . , F/7/3689/7. 

° Claude Gindin, "La pain de Gonesse ~ la fin du XVIIe si~cl~," 
Revue d'Mstofre moderne et comtempora;ne 29 (1972): 414 : _ 433. Leon 
Cahen , "L'approvisionnement en pain de _Pari_s au, XVIII_e s,ecle e~ la 
question de la boulangerie," Revue de h1sto1re econom1que et soc,ale 
14 (1926): 458-472. 
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route was of great importance in the transportation of grain from the 

Beauce , not only to Paris in the north , but also to the departments 

beyond the Loire and to the ports of the west for export to the other 

countries of Europe. 43 Thousands of hectoliters of grain were bought 

and sold in the market of ttampes in the eighteenth century.« The 

economy of ttampes was greatly dependent on this commerce in grain. 

For example , the mills of ttampes could convert 12 , 000 sacks of grain 

into flour every day and milling was a flourishing local industry. 45 

To the north -east of ttampes, on the confluence of the rivers 

Essonne and Seine stood the town of Corbeil. Although small in size, 

it was a bustling commercial and artisanal center. Grain from the 

Beauce, the Brie and the surrounding villages arrived at Corbeil to 

be bought and sold in its market. A considerable portion of this grain 

was purchased by flour and grain merchants from Paris and travelled 

up the r iver Seine or was transported by road on the route from 

Fontainebleau to Paris. As at ttampes , so at Corbeil , hundreds of 

"Report of the commissioners sent to the district of ttampes in 
September 1791, A.N., F/7/3689/7 . 

44 Early in the nineteenth century, the mar~et of ttampes wou~d 
furnish 150 000 hectoliters of grain for Paris alone . See Lou1s 
Bergeron, "A,pprovisionnement et consommation a ~~r_is s~us l~ Premier 
Empire, 11 Hemofres de la Federation des soc1etes h1~tonques et 
archeologiques de Paris et de l'Ile de France 14 (1963) . 197-232. 

45 This information is contained in the petiti_on which the 
citizens of ttampes presented to the National Assembly 1n July, 1789. 
This petition can be found in A.N., DXLI/2. 
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mills converted grain into flour every day and bakers from Corbei1 

played an important role in provisioning Paris with bread.% 

Gonesse, Etampes and Corbeil, therefore, had thriving economies 

in the eighteenth century. All of their economies were closely linked 

with that of Paris. Their commerce was overwhelmingly influenced by 

the needs and demands of the premier city of France. It was these rich 

commercial centers that were affected by scarcity in 1791. 

Gonesse 

Early in September, there was trouble in the market of Gonesse. 

On Monday, September 5, a crowd of women protested the high prices of 

grain after the harvest and threatened the farmers who had brought 

grain to the market. In the face of these threats, some of the farmers 

abandoned their grain and others, informed of what was happening, did 

not show up. There was only about 500 setiers of grain in the market 

and most of it had already been sold to the grain merchants assembled 

in the inns. The women decided that in the absence of the cultivators, 

the grain would be sold at the price of the day and the municipal 

officers eventually agreed with them. The procureur reported that 

"ill-intentioned" people were making threats to go in search of grain 

to the nearby farms. 

Anxious to prevent trouble on the next market day, the 

Municipality of Gonesse wrote to the municipalities of t he surrounding 

% Jacquart, La crise rurale, 57. 
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communes , asking them to direct their farmers to bring grain to the 

market of Gonesse and assuring them that the farmers would be 

protected. This request had unintended consequences . A wagon of grain 

from Puiseux travelling to a different destination was forcibly 

brought to Gonesse. The people who accompanied it declared that work 

had been interrupted in sever a 1 1 oca 1 it i es whose inhabitants ~,ere 

proposing to come to Gonesse and set prices of grain at 20 livres per 

seUer . 

On the next market day, September 12, several cartloads of grain 

accompanied by twenty men of the national guard of Aulnay arrived at 

the market of Gonesse . Officers of the Aulnay national guard claimed 

that they were accompanying the grain at the request of the Aulnay 

cultivators and with the consent of their mayor. Tempers were already 

high at the market -place for a quarrel had broken out between women 

and a farmer over the prices of grain. The arrival of the national 

guard heightened the tension. The assembled crowd cried that the 

national guard had acted rightly in coming to Gonesse and warned the 

Justice of the Peace Sol lier, who was trying to mediate in the quarrel 

not to take the side of the farmers against the people. Sollier 

withdrew from the market-place. The crowd, led by women, then 

proceeded to set the price of wheat at 16 to 18 livres per setier. 

Twelve setiers of rye stored in a warehouse were also brought out and 

although the proprietor was not present, sold at 6 livres per setier. 
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The Consen genera 1 of the commune of Gones se cone luded that a 11 

of these disquieting developments were the result of a conspiracy that 

had been hatching for several days. The procureur maintained in his 

report that the national guard of Aulnay had written to several other 

brigades of the national guard of the district and that they had 

formed a coal ition. 47 

Trouble now spread to other parts of the district. On 

September 12, the big bells sounded at 10:30 in the morning in the 

market town of Louvres. A group of people marched through the town to 

t he sound of drums that had been se ized from the national guard of 

Louvres . All farmers were asked to present themselves at a parish 

assembly at midday precisely . The crowd came three times to the mayor 

and other municipal officials and threatened to drag them by their 

hair to the assembly if they did not come of their own free will. At 

t he assembly , farmers were forced to agree to sell wheat at 20 livres 

per setier and the bakers in turn agreed to sell bread at 2 sols per 

pound. The municipal officers were forced to sign a decree setting the 

'
1 For events at Gonesse see especially the proces verbal drawn 

up by the brigadiers of the gendarmerie of Saint Denis and Louvres 
dated September 5; the anonymous letter writ ten t_o the mayor and 
municipal officers of Gonesse on September 6; proces verbal of the 
Conseil general of the commune of Gonesse dated September 12, letter 
of the procureur syndic of the district of Gonesse to the commander 
of the Twenty-first Regiment of cavalry dat~d S~ptember 18. See also 
the letter of the procureur syndic of the d1str1ct of Gonesse to the 
Municipality of Aulnay dated September 18 and the reply of the 
Municipality of Aulnay also dated September 18 . All of these documents 
are in A.N., F/7/3689/6. Some of these documents are also preserved 
in A.D.Y. , I LM 459. 
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price of the twelve-pound loaf at 24 sols . The municipality then wrote 

to the Directory of the district of Gonesse asking for armed help.~ 

The agitation also encompassed the surrounding parishes of 

Puiseux, Marly la ville, Chatenay and Chennevieres. In these parishes, 

the wage workers, particularly the threshers, stopped work and 

continually sounded the church bells in an attempt to assemble the 

people. The farmers were made to sign promises to deliver wheat at 20 

livres per setier. Many farmers stopped going to market. People also 

talked of setting prices of eggs, butter and other foodstuff. 49 

There was trouble again at Gonesse on the next market day. On 

September 19, Courtier, a laboureur of Tremblay, came to Gonesse 

before eight in the morning. He complained that three of his wagons 

carrying grain to mills had been stopped by the national guard of 

Tremblay at two in the morning in contravention of the law of the free 

circulation of grain in the interior of the kingdom. The grain was to 

be brought to the market of Gonesse. 

The mayor of Gonesse, accompanied by twenty-five cavaliers of 

the Twenty-first Regiment, then went to the gates of the city to await 

~ Extract from the register of deliberations of the ~unicipality 
of ~ouvres dated September 14, and copy ?f the letter wr1t~en ~Y the 
municipal officers of Lou vres to the 01rectory of the d1str1ct of 
Gonesse dated September 15, A.N., F/7/3689/6. 

49 Letter of the procureur syndic of the district of Gonesse to 
the Minister of War dated September 14, 1791; extrac~- from the 
register of deliberations of the Municipality_ of Ch_ennev1eres date1 
September 18· minutes from the assembly of cit 1zens in the commune 0 

Puiseaux dat~d September 12; all in A.N., F/7/3689/ 6• 
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the arrival of the national guard of Tremblay . When the latter arrived 

with the mayor of Tremblay at their head , they demanded to be let into 

the market of Gonesse for which they had brought grain . The mayor of 

Tremblay maintained tha t t he na t ional guard had been forced to act in 

this fashion because the week before a laboureur of Tremblay had 

refus ed to sell grain to the mayor of Tremblay. The mayor of Gonesse 

was ul t imately forced to let in the national guard at the insistence 

of some women. One of them even struck the mayor , despite the fact 

that he was wearing his official scarf , and another advanced toward 

him , spade in hand, and threatened to cut off his head . 

In the market -place , too , there were scenes of disorder . 

Although there were some sacks of grain in the market-place , the 

proprietors were not to be seen even although the gendarmerie had been 

to the different cabarets asking them to go to market.~ The people 

demanded that the grain be sold in the absence of their proprietors. 

Some farmers , however, came to the market after the bells had been 

rung a second time. Immediately after, quarrels broke out between the 

sellers and buyers over the prices of grain. Despite the presence of 

troops , the price of grain was forcibly set and the best quality grain 

R The law said that grain could not be sold unless t~e 
Proprietors or their representatives were actually present by t~~;r 
Piles. In order to avoid selling grain whic~ had been forc1 Y 
requisitioned or which had already been sold 1l1egal1y ~efore the 
market opened cultivators would sometimes disappear conven 1ently fro~ 
the market -pl~ce leaving their grain unattended. This wa~ adgr~~ 
source of frustration for the consumers which found express1on ur1 g 
the riots at Gonesse. 
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sold at 20 livres per setier. The grain which had been taken into 

custody by the nat iona 1 guard of Tremblay was also so 1d at the 

insistence of the crowds at 18 livres per setier. Completely overtaken 

by the turn of events, the mayor who was also a cultivator and flour 

merchant handed in his resignation at the end of the day. 51 

After September 19, peace appears to have been re-established 

in the markets of Gonesse. On September 20, a deputation of women from 

the quartier Saint Nicolas visited the Justice of the Peace and 

pointed out that since grain had been sold at the last two markets at 

22, 20, 18 and even 16 livres per setier (according to quality) there 

was no reason why the price of bread should not also be reduced to 2 

sols per pound. The directory recognized the justice of the demand. 

Despite the opposition of the bakers, it decreed that from 

September 21, bread weighing six and twelve pounds was to be sold at 

at 2 sols and 2 deniers per pound. The prices of the smaller breads, 

which were usually consumed by a wea 1th ier c 1 iente le were left 

unregu 1 a ted. 52 

51 Extract from the register of deliberations of the ~irectory of 
the district of Gonesse; also copy of the lett~r written_by_M. 
Courtier, farmer at Tremblay to the procureur synd1c of ~he d1str1ct 
of Gonesse dated September 20 and copy of the letter wr1tten by the 
procureur syndic to the Municipality of Tremblay dated September 20, 
a 11 • 1n A.N., F/7/3689/6. 

52 Extract from the register of deliberations of the Directory of 
the district of Gonesse dated September 20, A.N., F/71368916• 
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Corbeil 

By this time strife had spread to the other districts. In the 

district of Corbeil, there had been sporadic unrest in the markets 

since the last week of August. People resented the fact that the price 

of grain was so dear despite the fact that the harvest had been a good 

one. In Mennecy, troops patrolled the market -place on August 30 and 

September 6. But the troops, just eight in number, could not prevent 

violence on Tuesday, September 13. Immediately after the market opened 

at midday, a violent quarrel broke out between a farmer and women over 

the price of grain. The farmer was in danger of receiving a severe 

beating. Thereupon the cavaliers of the detachment of Hainault 

intervened but the farmer could only be rescued after the women were 

promised that he would be placed under guard. The women were then 

joined by men, and matters took an ugly turn with some of the troops 

being roughed up and repeated attempts being made to get at the 

farmer. Only the arrival of the mayor and his promise that the best 

quality wheat would be sold at 24 livres per setier managed to calm 

the crowd. But there remained a lot of ill-will against the troops who 

were accused of being brought to Mennecy solely for the purpose of 

supporting the farmers in their ill doings, like selling grain on 

their farms instead of bringing it to market and exporting grain 

outside the locality.~ 

sJ Reports of the commander of the Regiment of Ha inau 1t dated 
September 13 and 14, A.N., F/7/3689/6. 
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Matte rs also took a serious turn at Corbeil, chef-lieu of the 

district of Corbeil. Corbeil housed important storehouses where grain 

was stored for Paris. So the town was of great importance to the 

Parisian authorities as well. On Friday, September 9, some people were 

seen threatening farmers who had brought grain to market. Fearing 

serious trouble for the next market day and unable to rely completely 

on the national guard of Corbeil, the procureur of the district 

requisitioned twenty-five men from the Hainault brigade which was 

stationed at Mennecy. But the arrival of these troops at Corbeil about 

forty -five minutes before the opening of the market drove the crowd 

to fury. Once again the women took the lead and were joined by the 

men. The troops were soon surrounded and asked under what authority 

they had arrived at Corbeil. When the commander confessed that they 

had been ordered to Corbeil by the procureur, the latter was seized 

and narrowly escaped being hanged. On that fateful afternoon the 

procureur was apparently nearly hanged three times and escaped with 

his life only because of the protection provided by the national guard 

of Corbeil. The national guard of Corbeil, although seriously offended 

by the arrival of the troops from Mennecy, nevertheless did try its 

best to uphold order in the town. They were not wholly successful. By 

now the tocsin had been sounded, adding to the general confusion. The 

troops from Mennecy were forced to withdraw at the insistence of the 

crowds who then took over control of the market -place . The farmers 
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were forced to sell the best quality wheat at 22 livres per setier.M 

Next, the people demanded and obtained the setting of the price of 

bread. The Directory of the district declared that the best quality 

bread weighing eight pounds was to be priced at 16 sols and bread 

weighing six pounds was to be sold for 12 sols. The "customary" price 

of bread was supposed to be 2 sols per livre although during these 

Years the price of bread fell this low only in exceptionally good 

times. 55 

After September 12 an uneasy calm returned to the markets of 

Corbeil, although the high prices of wheat there caused a great deal 

of resentment. A letter postmarked Creteil, October 30, circulated in 

the parishes of Corbeil, indicates that there might have been some 

trouble in the parishes around Corbeil. This letter said that an 

assembly had been held on that very day at Creteil, calling for the 

diminution of the price of grain . It called for similar assemblies to 

be held in all the parishes which received the letter.~ But there are 

no records of food riots in the district of Corbeil after September 

in the year 1791. 

54 According to the market price list, best quality wheat was 
selling at 25 livres 10 sols per setier at the market of Mennecy for 
the first fifteen days of September. See A.D.Y., 1 LM 456 • 

55 Letters written by the Directory of the district of Corbeil to 
the Minister of the Interior on September 16 and 18; extrac~ from the 
registers of the national guard of the town of Corbell, dated 
September 16, A.N., F/7/3689/6. 

56 A copy of this letter can be found in A.N. , F/7/ 368916• 
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Etampes 

In the district of Etampes, too, there was resentment and 

concern at the rise in the prices of grains and bread after the 

harvest. The town of Etampes was a sensitive spot because of the 

presence of a large number of out-of-town workers with no known 

domicile who were prone to rioting. 57 On Saturday September 10, the 

trouble so dreaded by the town authorities broke out . A large number 

of workers, both domiciled and non-domiciled marched to the city hall 

and forced the members of the mun ic ipa l ity to come to the market 

square. The intention was to have the authorities decree the taxatjon 

of grain, which meant that prices of grain would henceforth be set by 

the authorities. Members of the directory were also obliged to present 

themselves in the market square . There the crowd angrily complained 

to the authorities about the absence of the 7 aboureurs from the 

market-place which effectively meant that the grain that had been 

brought to market would not be sold. The crowd also demanded that the 

Price of the nine-pound loaf of bread be set at 18 sols. The 

authorities tried unavailingly to get the crowd to listen to a reading 

of the laws of July 22, 1791, regarding taxatjon or the setting of 

prices of foodstuff. Unable to control the disturbance, the 

authorities withdrew. Later in the day, they held a meeting at the 

town hall to consider the question of taxaUon or the setting of 

s, Extract from the register of deliberations of the Directory of 
the district of Etampes dated September 10, 1791, A.N., F/7/ 3689/ 7-
Also in A.O.Y., 1 LM 459 and 1 LM 461. 
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pri ces. Des pite t he pr otests of th offi c id ls , t he people insis ted 

t hat two of t heir r epresen tatives sh ou ld attend the mee t ing . At the 

end of the meeti ng it wa s deci de d t ha t the price of the nine-pound 

loaf should be fix ed at 19 sols in stead of at 18 sols as the people 

had demanded. Thi s did not satisfy th e peop le, who wi t hdrew f r om the 

meeting only af ter threatening to se t t,e scJres on the nex t market 

day .~ 

The authorit ies at Etampes now t ook exactly t he same steps as 

their counterparts at Corbe il had , with the same unfortunate 

consequences . They requested f ifty dr agoon s from the Fifth Regiment 

of cavaliers to come to Et ampes to mai nt ai n order in the market -place. 

On Friday September 16, when th e detachment of troops arrived on the 

outskirts of the ci t y , they were me t by a crowd of people armed with 

guns, pitchforks , hatche ts and sticks , wh o adamantly opposed thei r 

entry into the town and acc used t hem of be ing in the pay of the flour 

merchants . The troops, nevert he less , fo r ced their way into the 

faubourg Saint Pierre . There t hey were met by a municipal officer who 

entreated them not to enter t he town . Th e troops withdrew, but by 

then the tocsin had been sounded , the cal l to arms given, and the 

people were ready to do battle . The mun ic ipa l officers and members of 

the directory were seized and locked in a room in the city hall for 

several hours during which they were th r ea tened with all kinds of 

58 See document cited in foo t no te 63 . Al so report of the cormnander 
of the national gendarmerie , dated Sept ember 19 , A.D.Y., 1 LM 461 . 
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horrible deaths. They were released after 11:00 in the evening. Most 

of the members of the municipality and directory resigned or fled from 

Etampes, leaving the administration in a state of collapse . Market day 

on September 17 was peaceful enough but the market was all but 

abandoned by the cultivators with only 50 sacks of grain in the 

market -place . 59 It required an expedition by two members of the 

Directory of the department of the Seine-et-Oise~ and a series of 

decrees installing various regulations in the market-place for things 

to return to a semblance of normality in Etampes. ~ 

The riots of 1791 were thus similar to those of 1789 in that 

they were market riots. But the role of the national guard and the 

municipalities gave them a more organized character. In July and 

August 1789, the municipalities had been either dissolved or were 

non-functioning. They had all been reconstituted by March 1791. The 

national guard in many cases had been constituted in the wake of the 

troubles of 1789 to protect against further disorder. But in 1791 , 

59 Account rendered to the commander of the Fifth Cavalry Regiment 
qy the officer commanding the detachment of cavalry ordered to go to 
Etampes by the king's orders on September 16, A.N:, F/7/3689/7; report 
of the commander of the national gendarmerie at Etampes, A.O.Y., 1 LM 
461; copy of the letter written to the com~issioners of the National 
Treasury by the receveur of the district of Etampes, A.N., F/7/3689/7 ; 
extract from the register of deliberations of the Directory of the 
district of ftampes, dated September 20, 1791, A.N. , F/7/3689/7. 

60 Expedition of Martial Victor Vaillant and Jacques Antoine 
Rouveau of which more will be said in later chapters. 

61 Extract from the register of deliberations of the Conseil 
general of the commune of Etampes, dated September 26, 1791, A.D . Y., 
1 LM 461. 
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the national guard often came out strongly in support of the rioters, 

as in the district of Gonesse. The municipalities also played an 

important part. It was not that they openly sided with the rioters. 

But in their attempts to diffuse the situation, the municipal officers 

often took action that was only marginally legal. Once the rioters had 

set the prices of grain, the municipal officers in their turn, set the 

prices of bread at the urging of the rioters . Since the prices of 

grain had been illegally set in the first place, the setting of bread 

prices was equally so, although the municipal officers took refuge in 

the specious argument that they were merely maintaining the 

correlation between prices of grain and bread. 

The increasingly active role played by the national guards and 

the municipalities marked a transition in the nature of the riots. The 

rioters actively solicited or forced their participation. It was as 

if the issues involved in the riots were now regarded as being the 

concern not of the rioters alone, but of the commune as a whole. The 

commune was trying to protect its interests against those who were 

trying to injure them. This issue is best illustrated by pointing to 

the troubles triggered by the arrival of troops of the line at Corbeil 

and at Etampes. It was as if the municipal officers had taken the side 

of outsiders and should, therefore, be made to pay for their crimes. 

This was localism of course, but an organized localism. It is true 

that these issues were only latent in the riots of 1791 which were 

limited in terms of geographical space. But they emerged much more 
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strongly in 1792. The riots of 1789 were momentary outbursts which 

were quickly suppressed. The riots of 1791 also collapsed quickly. But 

they brought issues to the forefront that had to be addressed in 1792. 

When the riots broke out again in 1792, these issues were finally 

taken up for discussion at the highest level of the departmental 

administration and also were brought before the Parisian authorities 

as will be shown in the next chapter . So 1791 marked a transition 

between the riots of 1789 and 1792. 

The Food Riots of Spring 1792 

In 1792, as in 1789 and 1791, the rioters set prices of grain 

in the market -place, they forced laboureurs and grain merchants to 

bring grain to markets and prevented supplies from leaving the area. 

Almost everywhere, the rioters had the support, either willing or 

unwilling, of the municipal authorities who led the searches of the 

farms and the storehouses of grain, set prices of grain and bread in 

the market-place, and prevented troops from entering the communes. It 

was not that these communes always acted in concert. It was rather 

that the same pattern of disobedience was being repeated in all of the 

communes. The end effect was that the whole of the department of the 

Seine-et-Oise was in the grip of riots and ultimately in the grip of 

the rioters who for a period of time, dictated the food policy that 

the authorities should follow. 
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The prelude to the troubles of 1792 was the stoppage of a barge 

of grain sailing down the river Seine . This barge was stopped in the 

commune of Triel Bourg in the district of Saint-Germain -en -Laye. The 

Minister of the Interior charged the mayors of the canton of Triel 

Bourg of having held an illegal assembly on December 4, 1791, with the 

intention of coordinating efforts to hamper the free circulation of 

grain. This was strongly denied by the mayors of the canton who 

claimed that they had met to discuss the organization of the national 

guard.~ This incident appears to have blown over , but it is 

indicative of the fact that as early as December 1791, scarcity had 

begun to be felt in the poor communes flanking the river Seine. The 

mayors of the canton of Triel Bourg were also accused of organizing 

revolt and insubordination in the canton. These words were to prove 

almost prophetic, for the food riots which broke out the next year 

showed a level of organization that caught the departmental and 

central authorities completely by surprise. 

The food riots of 1792~ broke out first in the region lying to 

the south and south-west of Paris. This area included some very 

fertile stretches of territory like the plateau of Longboyau, the 

plains of Chevreuse and the plateau of Gometz which furnished grain 

u Extract from the register of deliberations of the Municipality 
of Triel Bourg dated December 31, 1791, A.N., F/7/3689/7. 

~ The best sources of information for the food riots of 
March-April 1792 are A.D.Y., 1 LM 459, 460 and 461. A.D.Y:, 1 LM 408 
deal~ entirely with the murder of Simoneau. Also useful 1s Defresne 
and Evrard, Les subsistances, 1:216-257. 
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to the markets of Limours and Montlhery. But it was interspersed with 

forests and hillocks where nothing grew but some poor quality grapes. 

Trouble first began in the large market of Montlhery in the district 

of Corbeil. Prices of grain in the market of Montlhery helped 

determine prices in the surrounding markets and traditionally food 

riots in the area were triggered by trouble in the market of 

Montlhery . 

Mont 7 hery 

Monday, February 13, was market day at Montlhery. There was not 

enough grain in the hall to suffice for the needs of the four thousand 

people who gathered there. Matters were complicated by the arrival of 

a crowd of two hundred people from the municipalities of Vert-le-Grand 

and Vert-le-Petit of the canton of Arpajon. This crowd arrived in a 

procession to the sound of drums with the municipal officers at their 

head. They demanded that the price of the best quality wheat be set 

at 24 1;vres per setjer. The municipal officers of Montlhery told the 

crowd that it was not in their power to set the price of wheat. After 

a while the crowd withdrew after reiterating their demand that prices 

of wheat in the market of Montlhery be set for next market day. 

Meanwhile the people in the market-place had embarked on a search for 

grain within the town, visiting places where they suspected grain 

might be stored. One of these groups visited the house of Thibault, 

a grain merchant and reputed hoarder of grain. The group found only 
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50 sacks of peas, beans and other vegetables in the warehouse. Matters 

then took a nasty turn. Another group went to the nearby town of Linas 

which Thibault was visiting at the time, hunted him down, dragged him 

back to Montlhery and beat him to death in the market-place. 64 

The violent death of Thibault shocked official circles and 

paralysed the Municipality of Montlhery with fear. For the next month 

at least, the rioters and their supporters seemed to exercise informal 

authority over questions of subsistence. On February 20, the next 

market day, when reinforcements of troops were sent to Montlhery in 

the shape of brigades of the national gendarmerie from various towns, 

it was the Municipality of Montlhery which refused them entry into the 

town. The argument was that the troops were too few in number to be 

able to impose order and their presence would only serve to inflame 

the crowd. 

In its report of February 20, the municipality said that there 

had been only 200 sacks of grain in the market which was not enough 

for the twenty-five hundred consumers assembled there. Many of these 

people had come armed with weapons, in open defiance of the national 

guard stationed in the market-place. They then demanded that the price 

of wheat be set at 24 livres per setier. The laboureurs, persuaded by 

the municipality to sell grain at the price demanded, grumbled that 

~ Extract from the proces verbal drawn up by the Mun~c~pal~ty of 
Montlhery, dated February 13 and proces verbal of the Mun1c1pal1ty of 
the commune of Vert-le-Grand, dated February 20, 1792 , A.N., 
F/7/3689/7. 
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they would no t br ing grain to t he market of Mont lhery in the future . 

Overhearing thi s, the people screamed in fu ry that they would visit 

the farms of the laboureurs in arms and force them to bri ng grain to 

Montlhery. They were as good as their word . Over the next few days 

several farms in the area were visited by well organized groups from 

rural communes, some in the uni f orms of the nat ional guard and always 

With the mayor and their municipal officers at their head . These 

groups would determine the amount of grain in the granaries and would 

then secure written agreements from the farmers that the grain would 

be brought to Mon t lhery on the next market day . All of the affected 

communes Morsang , Villemoisson , Grigny , Viry , Ourangis, 

Pless is- le -Comte , Fleury , Sainte -Genevieve -des-Bois , Courcouronnes , 

Bondoufle , Savigny and Saint -Michel -- lay to the west of Montlhery 

whi ch was a poor region covered with forest. ~ 

On February 27, the next market day , rioters from these communes 

joined by others and accompanied by their national guards arrived at 

the market of Montlhery. Prices of wheat were set from 20 1;vres to 

24 J;vres per set;er according to quality . Since there was not enough 

grain in the market, the crowds searched all stores of grain in the 

65 For events at Mont lher.Y, on February 20, se_e report of the 
captain of the gendarmerie of Etampes and the proces verbal of the 
Municipality of Montlhery, both dated February 20, A.N., F/7/3689(7. 
For events between February 20 and 27 in the communes su:round1ng 
Montlhery see report of the reg;sseur of the farm of Ple~s1s C~mte, 
dated February 23, report of the commander of the gendarmer1e national 
in residence at St. Genevieve dated February 24 , report. of the 
Directory of the district of Corbeil dated February 24, all 1n A.N., 
F/7/3689/7. 
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city. The grain found in these stores was sold to the public. Once 

again the national gendarmerie, requisitioned by the Directory of the 

department, were refused permission to enter the town by the 

Municipality of Montlhery. They were even hooted and jeered at by the 

assembled crowds during their retreat from Montlhery to Marcoussis. 66 

The other markets in the vicinity, Corbeil, Mennecy and Arpajon 

remained calm during February. The Municipality of Corbeil took the 

precaution of removing all cords from the church bells on market days 

in order to prevent the tocsin from being sounded." 

D;strjct of Versa;11es 

Meanwhile the food riots had spread to the adjoining district 

of Versailles. On February 21, there were only 5 sacks of wheat in the 

market of Palaiseau and all of it belonged to one laboureur, the s;eur 

Pigeon. Pigeon was forced to sell this wheat at 22 to 24 livres per 

setier. There was not enough grain for the buyers. To ease the tumult 

in the market-place, the municipality divided the discontented into 

two groups and directed them to large neighboring farms under the 

~ Report of Robert Kempe, lieutenant of the Fi~st Divi~ion of the 
national gendarmerie of the department of the Se1ne-et-01se, dated 
February 27, 1792, A.N., F/7/3689/7. 

67 Report of the Directory of the district of Corbeil, dated 
February 18, A.N., F/7/3689/7. 
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escort of t he national guard of Montlhery . About 14 setiers of grain 

was found at one of these farms and sold at 20 livres per setier.~ 

In the next few days an anonymous letter began to c irculate in 

the communes around Palaiseau~ indirect ly asking the people to search 

t he farms for grain. ro Over the next f ew weeks groups of people from 

the cantons of Longjumeau , Jouy , Chevreuse , Palaiseau and Limours paid 

visits to several farms in the area. On Tuesday , February 28 , the 

Municipality of Palaiseau was forced by the crowds to visit a farm at 

Saclay. Twenty-five setiers of grain found in this farm were sold at 

19 livres per setier. 

On the next day about four hundred inhabitants of 

Ballainvilliers and Saulx - les -Chartreux in the canton of Longjumeau, 

ordered the municipal officers of Longjumeau to accompany them in 

their task of making an inventory of grain in the surrounding farms. 

On February 29, the Municipality of Igny wrote to that of 

Jouy-en -Josas inviting the latter to join them in a similar task. On 

the same day about four hundred inhabitants of Montlhery, Marcoussis 

~ Proces verbal of the Municipality of Palaiseau, dat~d Sep~ember 
21, A.0.Y., 1 LM 460. All documents relating to food riot~ 1n the 
gistrict of Versailles from 1789-1793 can be found in Defresne and 
Evrard, Les subsistances, 1:216-257. 

~ The authorship of this circular letter was later traced to the 
procureur of the commune of Palaiseau. 

ro Observations of the Directory of the department of the 
Seine-et -Oise, in Defresne and Evrard, Les subsistances, 1:235. T~e 
date given February 21 is incorrect, given the fact that the proces 
verbal that was being commented upon was itself drawn up on February 
21. 
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and surrounding parishes visited the rich farms around Limours, taking 

stock of the stores of grain to be found there and ordering the 

farmers to provision the neighboring markets. 11 

The next day, Thursday, March 1, was market day at L imours. 

About eleven in the morning, a troop of people about two hundred 

strong from the surrounding parishes of Forges, Brus, Fontenay and 

Vaugrigneuse arrived in Limours to the sound of drums. They were led 

by the mayor of Fontenay who declared that he had been forced to lead 

the crowd under threat of being hanged. The crowd, armed with swords, 

Pitchforks, pistols, guns and bayonets, then proceeded to set the 

Price of wheat. The price of the best quality wheat, which was selling 

for 28 livres per setier was set at 20 and 22 livres per setier, that 

of medium quality wheat, selling at 26 livres per setier was set at 

18 to 20 livres per setier and meteil selling for 24 livres was priced 

at 16 livres. When all the grain in the market-place was sold, the 

crowd visited various places where grain could be stored. In one of 

these stores 12 seUers of the best quality wheat was found. This 

grain had already been sold to a miller on the previous market day but 

f L
. 72 

it was resold despite the remonstrances of the mayor O imours. 

n The proces verbaux of the municipalities can be found in 
Oefresne and Evrard, Les subsistances, 1:236-238 • 

A 
12 Proces verbal of the Municipality of Limours dated March l, 

.0.Y., 1 LM 460. 
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District s of Etampes and Dourdan 

The food riots in the di stricts of Versailles and Corbeil were 

to continue through March and April , but early in March the focus 

shifted to the south of the department , to the districts of Etampes 

and Dourdan. On March 3, Simoneau, the mayor of Etampes, was murdered 

in the course of a food riot. This murder became the most notorious 

episode of the food riots of 1792 . 

Etampes had witnessed serious food riots in 1791 and the news 

of the unrest in Mont l hery, Longjumeau and their surroundings had 

already warned the authorities of approaching trouble. There were 

rumors that the parishes of Torfou, Lardy, Boissy-sous-St .- Yon and 

Chamarande, all of them situated in the wooded areas to the north of 

Etampes, had formed a coalition with the intention of marching upon 

the town on market day -- Saturday, March 3, in order to lower the 

prices of grain. On Friday, March 2, there was trouble in the market 

of Angerville. The authorities at Etampes now took some precautions. 

They sent out patrols of the national gendarmerie and a detachment of 

the Eighteenth Division of cavalry into the surrounding countryside 

in order to receive prior warning of a march on Etampes. On the 

morning of March 3, one of the patrols reported that they had met 

about four hundred to five hundred men armed with guns, pitchforks, 

and sticks on the road between Chamarande and Etrechy. Many of these 

men were wearing uniforms of the national guard and they were marching 
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to the sound of drums. They had declared that they were going to 

Etampes to set the prices of grain. 

Soon after, this crowd, which had by now been joined by the 

inhabitants of the commune of Etrechy, arrived at the faubourg 

Capuchins on the outskirts of Etampes. Here they were met by the 

municipal officers and the troops in full battle formation. The 

municipal officers of the visiting communes requested to be taken to 

the city hall where they would draw up a petition. When this demand 

was refused an argument ensued. Soon all order collapsed. According 

to the proces verbal of the Municipality of Etrechy, the townspeople 

of Etampes now came running in hordes and the country people excited 

by this spectacle broke down the barriers set up by the cavalry and 

entered the town from all sides. Taking advantage of the confusion, 

the municipal officers of the surrounding communes went to the city 

hall where they put down their demands on the town register. Meanwhile 

the municipal officers of Etampes and the troops had followed the 

crowd to the market-place Saint-Gilles. There the troops were 

immobilized in the face of the threats made by the crowds who promised 

to fire at the least provocation. The crowd then ordered the troops 

and municipal officers to withdraw. The mayor Simoneau attempted to 

reason with the crowd telling them that their actions were highly 

unconstitutional. He was shot in front of his troops and also struck 

With a sword. In the terrible confusion that followed, the troops 

dispersed and the dead mayor was left lying on the grou nd • The people 
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f rom the surrounding communes then withdrew . On their way back they 

stopped three wagonloads of grain travelling on the route from Paris 

t o Orleans and took them back to Etrechy .n 

The murder of Simoneau sent shock waves through the department 

and convinced the Directory of the department and the Minister of the 

Interior of the need for stronger military measures . But as at 

Montlhery , so at Etampes, the higher authorities were faced with (in 

t heir view) the baffling non-cooperat ion of the local officials at 

Etampes . On March 6, the authorities at Etampes wrote to the Interior 

Mini stry requesting that troops not be sent t o Etampes . A delegation 

of citizens from Etampes was also sent to Paris to ask the National 

Assembly to authorize the administration of Etampes to take measures 

in concert with the citizens and laboureurs to bring down prices of 

grain to 24 livres per setier. The requests of the Etampois were 

summarily dismissed by the Assembly. The Assembly decided that two 

members of the Di rectory of the department would be sent to the 

disturbed districts accompanied by six hundred members of the Parisian 

73 Extract from the register of deliberations of the Municipality 
of Etampes dated March l; extract from the register of the Directory 
of the district dated March 3; report of Fran~ois Reydi, ~aptain of 
the national gendarmerie of the department in residence at Etampes and 
Jean Baptiste Godard, lieutenant of the Eighteenth Regiment of 
cav~lry, also stationed at Etampes; proces verbal of the Municipality 
of Etrechy dated March 3; all 1n A.D.Y., I LM 408. 
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national guard. " But before this mission could have any effect on the 

food riots, the situation in the department became much worse. 

Like Etampes, neighboring Oourdan was influenced by the food 

riots in the northern districts. The circular letter which had 

originated from Palaiseau and had set off the food riots in the 

district of Versailles had found its way into Oourdan and was 

circulating in the various cantons. In the district of Dourdan, the 

cantons of Oourdan and Ablis formed part of the Beauce, but the other 

three cantons of Rambouillet, Rochefort , and Les Essarts were poor, 

much of them covered by forest. Within the canton of Oourdan, too, the 

northern communes were poor, inhabited mainly by small wine-growers, 

and it was these communes that rioted in the spring of 1792. 

On Saturday, March 3, there was tumult in the market-place in 

Dourdan. People from the surrounding countryside set the price of 

grain, threatened the municipal officers and promised to come back in 

greater numbers on the next market day. 75 The procureur of the commune 

promptly resigned. The mayor who had been threatened with a fate 

similar to Simoneau's considered doing the same. There were reports 

74 Copy of the letter written to the Minister of the I_nter_ior by 
the administrative corps and Consen general ?f the district of 
Etampes· extract of the proces verbal of the National Assembly dated 
March 6 and the Minister of the Interior's letter to the 
administ;ation of Etampes dated March 7; all in A.D.Y., 1 LM 460. 

75 The proces verbal drawn up by the Munici~ality o! Oourdan on 
March 3 is missing from the files. This scanty in[orm~tion has been 
drawn from the report of the Directory of the district of Oourdan 
dated March 5, 1792, A.D.Y., 1 LM 461. 
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that the same crowds were visi ti ng different markets in the district 

and causing trouble. On Tuesday, March 6, a large number of people 

went armed to the market of Saint -Arnoult and priced grain which had 

been selling at 24 livres per setier at 20 livres per setier . On March 

9, the Directory of the district wrote to the Directory of the 

department that trouble was spreading in the district. On Thursday, 

March 8, the inhabitants of several parishes surrounding the city had 

spread out into the countryside to determine the quantities of grain 

which still remained with the laboureurs ." 

On March 9, early in the morning , there rolled into the city of 

Dourdan eleven carts of grain containing 210 setiers of wheat. This 

grain had earlier been stored in the granaries of the city. It had 

been removed the night before by the grain merchants who were 

transporting it to various mills in the vicinity to be converted into 

flour. The flour was then to be sent to Paris. But this grain was 

stopped on the route from Dourdan to Paris by sections of the national 

guards of Saint Cyr, Angervilliers, Val Saint-Germain, Saint Cheron, 

and Saint Maurice. It was brought back to the town by the national 

guard and deposited in one of the stores despite the representations 

made by the municipal officers that this action was opposed to the 

laws of the National Assembly that decreed the freedom of commerce and 

16 Report of the Directory of the district date~ Ma~c~ S; extract 
from the register of deliberations of the Conse71 gene,:al of th~ 
commune of Dourdan dated March 6; proces ver~al of the 1D~~e~~~ry 0 

the district of Dourdan, dated March 9; all 1n A.D.Y ., • 
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respect for private property. The key to the store was handed to the 

mayor• Later on , the mayor was to claim that he took the key to 

prevent pillage. But he probably took it because he dared not refuse. 

On Saturday, March 10, which was market day at Dourdan , a large 

number of inhabitants of the surrounding parishes once again entered 

the city. The municipal officers who were at their head , claimed that 

they had been forced to accompany the people. The Conseil general of 

the commune of Dourdan, alarmed at the effects that such a coalition 

could have, summoned the laboureurs to a private meeting and asked 

them to lower their prices of their own accord in view of the 

circumstances. The conseil then went to the market and in the presence 

of the people ceremonially invited the laboureurs to lower their 

prices. It was agreed that grain would be sold three to four livres 

below the normal market price. But nothing could move the people who 

proceeded to set the price of grain at 20 livres per setier. Defeated, 

the conseil withdrew. The same afternoon the municipality also decided 

to lower the price of bread in view of the low prices at which wheat 

was selling. The price of the nine-pound pain blanc was reduced from 

20 sols to 18 sols and that of the pain bis from 17 sols to 14 sols. 

But the troubles of the city had still not ended.n 

77 From the register of deliberations of th~i~i~!~!~tg6;1~~~Y~f 
the town of Dourdan dated March 10; report of . A O y 1 L~ 
dated March 10; repo~t on the market of March lO; all in • • ., 
460 
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On March 15 inhabitants of Sainte-Julienne, Saint-Cyr, Cerma i se, 

Saint-Maurice and Angervilliers, accompanied by their municipal 

officers again arrived at Dourdan. They wanted their municipal 

officers to join them in their search for grain in the neighboring 

farms. If the report of the Conseil general of the commune is to be 

believed, the people of Dourdan initially refused to join the 

countrypeople. But they were forced to join in when the latter 

threatened to set the town on fire and hurt the municipal officers. 

As in the other affected towns the rioters seem to have taken control 

of the situation and local officials had no other option but to follow 

their lead . The market passed peacefully enough with the best quality 

wheat being sold at 21 to 22 livres and meteil at 16 to 17 livres. On 

March 19, the Directory of the district at last requisitioned the 

Directory of the department for armed help. 78 

On the same day there was trouble further north in the commune 

of Rambouillet. The Municipality of Rambouillet, warned of impending 

trouble, had placed its national guard, gendarmerie and troops on 

alert. From about 11:00 in the morning, inhabitants of the communes 

of Saint-Leger, Saint-Arnoult, la Celle, Bullion, Clairefontaine and 

Sonchamp began to arrive at Rambouillet. About one thousand people 

collected at the market-place. The municipality thereupon decided to 

78 Report of De lahaye, lieutenant of the nat io~a l ,ge,ndarmerie, 
dated March 15, A.D.Y., 1 LM 460; report of the Conse1l general of the 
commune of Dourdan dated March 15, A.D.Y., 1 LM 459; letter of the 
Directory of the district to the Directory of the department dated 
March 19, A.D.Y., l LM 459. 
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concentrate their forces, whi ch comprised one hundred men of the 

national guards, one hundred cavaliers, a few Swiss guards and six men 

of the national gendarmerie at the market -place which was already 

filled to overflowing with people. Soon there was absolute disorder. 

The cavaliers could not be used because any kind of movement would 

have caused terrible injuries in the overcrowded market-place. The 

laboureurs were forced to sell grain at whatever price the people were 

Willing to pay. A farmer from Breviares had to sell 5 setjers of the 

best quality wheat for only 36 Jjvres. Some people went from pile to 

Pile buying grain more than once while others were not able to obtain 

anything at all. A section of the crowd then threatened to enter the 

warehouses where grain was stored. Finally, the municipality itself 

decided to sell grain from the stores at prices set by the people in 

order to pre-empt any pillage. Some of this wheat was sold to bakers 

from Dourdan and Perray who had travelled to Rambouillet, unable to 

obtain wheat in their own markets. The people then demanded that the 

prices of bread be reduced. Their wishes were comp 1 ied with. We 11 

satisfied, they withdrew from Rambouillet, firing shots into the air 

d 
79 

and promising to come back on the next market ay. 

79 Proces verbal of the Municipality of Rambouillet dated March 
19, 1792, A.D.Y., l LM 459. 
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Districts of Corbeil and Versailles 

Throughout this time, the food riots were continuing unabated 

in the districts of Versailles and Corbeil. On March 4, the 

Municipality of Brunoy in the district of Corbeil was drawn to the 

church by the urgent ringing of church bells. There they found an 

assembly of two hundred men and women who imperiously asked them to 

write a circular letter to the surrounding communes, summoning them 

to join the inhabitants of Brunoy in a march to the market of 

Brie-Comte-Robert in the neighboring district of the Seine -et -Marne. 

The object was to demand the diminution of the price of wheat. The 

municipality persuaded the assembly to put off this march and instead 

to write a letter to the Municipality of Brie. This letter would 

include the just complaints of the people and would ask them to invite 

the cultivators and grain merchants to lower prices. The demonstrators 

agreed and changed their minds and decided that they would march to 

Brie-Comte-Robert after all with the municipal officers at their head. 

Early the next morning the people of Brunoy were joined by those 

of the communes of Montgeron and Yerres who had been secretly invited 

to join the former. When the marchers arrived on the outskirts of 

Brie, they found the inhabitants of the communes of Mandres, Perigny, 

Villecresne, Villeneuve, Quincy-sous-Senard, Santeny, Epinay, Varenne, 

Boissy-Saint-Antoine and Villeneuve-Saint-George, all with their 

municipal officers in tow, assembled there. The assembled communes 

were met by the officers of the Eighteenth Regiment and the municipal 
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officers of Brie who told them that they could enter the town on1y if 

they laid down their arms. The people agreed. The market was peaceful, 

although the price of the best quality wheat was set at 24 1;vres per 

seUer. 80 

In the district of Versailles domiciliary visits to farmers, 

seizures of cartloads of grain and price fixing in markets a1so 

continued. On March 4 and 5, eleven carts travelling on the grand 

route from Orleans to Paris and carrying 250 set;ers of grain were 

stopped at Longjumeau. 81 On March 4, the big bells sounded in the 

commune of Chevreuse . About thirty inhabitants banded together and 

demanded that the mayor and the commander of the national guard lead 

them in a search for grain in a 11 the farms of the canton. The 

municipality refused. The next day the municipality changed its mind 

and decided to give in to the demands of the people. They 1ed the 

People to several farms in the vicinity, representing to the farmers 

00 Proces verbal of the Municipality of Brunoy, dated March 4 and 
the proces verba 7 drawn up unitedly by t~e communes_ of Montgeron, 
Ye~res, Mandres, Perigny, Vi11ecresne, _Qurncy-so_us-Senard, Santeny, 
Ep 1nay-sous-Senard Varennes Boissy-Sa1nte-Anto1ne, 
Vi11eneuve-Saint-G~orge on M;rch 5 both in A.N., F/7/3689/7. _See alsf 
the report of the mayor of Santeny dated March 5 a~d the proces verba 
of the Municipality of Yerres dated March 5 both 1n A.D.Y., 1 LM 460 • 

81 Extract from the register of police of the Muni,cipality of 
Montlhery, dated March 5, 1792 in Defresne and Evrard, Les 
subs;stances, 1:221; 
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the needs of the people , requesting them to bring grain to market and 

assuring them of protection in the market-place. 82 

On March 7, the Municipality of Palaiseau joined the inhabitants 

of Orsay, Bures, Bievres, Nozay, Villebon, Saclay, Vauhallan and Igny 

in a search for grain in the neighboring farms. Escorted by the 

national guard of Palaiseau, the group divided into two columns. The 

first column visited Palaiseau, Fourcherolles and Lozere and the other 

the plains of Palaiseau.~ 

Some inhabitants of Bievres adopted a completely different 

strategy. This commune forbade the farmers of the neighboring 

countryside to take their grain to market, maintaining that their 

grain was to be sold only to the inhabitants of Bievres at prices 

ranging from 20 livres to 24 livres according to the quality of the 

wheat. 114 

On March 9, a cart carrying 16 sacks of grain belonging to 

Sieur Pluchet of Villiers-le-Bacle was stopped at Saclay. This grain 

was being transported to the market of Versailles, but on the orders 

of the mayor of Saclay it was taken to Palaiseau to be sold at the 

.~ Reports of the mayor of Chevreuse dated March 4 and 5, Defresne 
and Evrard, Les subsistances, 1:237-238 

83 Summary of document given in Defresne and Evrard, Les 
subsistances, 1:238 . 

. 
84 Report of Germain, administrator of the department of the 

Se 1ne-et-Oise, dated March 7, 1792, A.D.Y., 1 LM 460 • 
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market of Pa la i seau the next Tuesday. es The same day about twenty 

inhabitants of the commune of Saint-Remy-les-Chevreuse demanded that 

the municipal officers make domiciliary visits to the neighboring 

farms in order to force the farmers to provision the markets. The 

Justice of the Peace at Chevreuse advised the municipal officers of 

Saint-Remy who visited Chevreuse that they should do all they could 

to avoid the visits but that if they should find themselves surrounded 

by superior force it would be better to cede to the demands of the 

people rather than to have their throats slit.~ 

On March 10 some people were heard to say in the market of 

Chevreuse that "one must do with the municipality that which has been 

done with the mayor of ttampes."~ The next Saturday the Municipality 

of Chevreuse declared that since the bakers were benefiting from the 

diminution of the price of wheat in the market-place, they were 

heretofore limiting the price of the best quality bread weighing 

eighteen pounds to 19 sols and that of brown bread to 17 sols.~ 

At Palaiseau, on March 13 there were only 105 setiers of wheat 

in the market and bakers were not able to buy any grain after the 

~ Declaration of Charles Pluchet to the secretary of the 
department, dated March 9, A.D.Y., 1 LM 460. 

~ Proces verbal of the Directory of the district of Versailles, 
dated March 9, A.D.Y., 1 LM 460. 

, e, "Il faut faire de la municipalite ce qu'on a fait du maire 
d'Etampes." 

~ Proces verbaux of the M~nicipality of C~evreuse, ~at~d March 
lO and March 17 Defresne and Evrard, Les subs 7S tances, 1•22 • 

' 
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needs of the ordinary consumers had been met. The municipality was 

forced to make an inventory of grain to be found in the neighboring 

farms. In the rich farmland around Limours -- Molieres and Troux and 

Pecqueuse -- the domiciliary visits to the farmers were continuing. 89 

At Troux, the cure Briard was reported to have taken the leadership 

in organizing these visits to the farms.~ 

Meanwhile two members of the Directory of the department, 

Fran~ois Huet and Jacques Antoine Rouveau, had been sent on a fact 

finding mission to the disturbed districts, accompanied by six hundred 

members of the Parisian national guard. Between March 8 and March 28 

the two commissioners drew up a series of reports which are an 

invaluable source of information on the food riots of March 1792. 91 

Everywhere that Huet and Rouveau travelled, they found the 

municipal authorities in a state of abject fear. They were openly 

critical of the way the local authorities were handling the situation 

in Etampes and demanded that the culprits responsible for the murder 

of Simoneau be dealt with firmly. The local officials replied that 

their lives would be in danger as soon as the commissioners left 

• 
89 Letter written by the Municipality of Palaiseau to the 

Directory of the district of Versailles dated March 16, 1792, A.D.Y., 
l LM 459. 

90 Testimony of the mayor of Troux to the Directory of the 
department on April 30, 1792, A.D.Y., 1 LM 459 

91 All of these reports are to be found in A.N., DXL/16 • Some 0~ 
these reports can be found in A.D.Y., 1 LM 459. The reports d~te 
from March 9 through March 22 have been reproduced in Arch, ves 
Parlementa;res, 1st. ser., 40:420-426. 
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Etampes. Fifty cavaliers and one hundred men of the Parisian national 

guard had to be left behind to calm their fears. 92 

The s ituation was no better at Montlhery and its surroundings. 

When Huet and Rouveau traveled through the commune of Longjumeau on 

their way to Mont lhery there was an immediate react ion from the 

commune. The toes in was sounded and the troops accompanying the 

officers were refused entry into Longjumeau . The alarm spread to the 

surrounding parishes where the tocsin was sounded. 

News of the incident only strengthened the resolve of the 

municipal officers of Montlhery to refuse outside troops entry into 

the town. They informed the commissioners that the Municipalities of 

Montlhery and twenty-two surrounding parishes had decided that on 

every market day at Montlhery, each of the twenty-two surrounding 

communes would send ten men of the national guard to preserve order 

in the market-place.~ Since the national guards of the surrounding 

communes had led the rioters into the town during the last three 

occasions, this decision really meant that the municipality had 

decided that offering any kind of resistance to the rioters would be 

foolhardy, especially in the light of what had happened at Etampes. 

The commissioners pointed out that a guard composed of those who had 

shown the most ardor in price fixing was scarcely calculated to 

92 The commissioners' report of March 9 and March 10, 
A.N., DXL/16. 

93 The commissioners' report of March 11, A.N., DXL/1 6-
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inspire confidence in the sellers. But the municipalities went ahead 

With their plan on the next market day , March 12. The market remained 

outwardly calm but the commissioners felt that since wheat was selling 

at 24 Uvres and under, the cultivators were obviously feeling 

pressured. There were also only about 240 setiers of grain in the 

market which seemed to indicate that some cultivators were still 

staying away. 94 

The commissioners next concentrated on getting the municipal 

officers of Montlhery to release the grain which had been stopped at 

Longjumeau and brought to Montlhery. Here again the municipal officers 

held out as long as they could. It was obvious, declared Huet and 

Rouveau, "that a panic fear is holding them back as we11 as the 

inhabitants of Etampes. "95 

At the market of Palaiseau on March 13, the scene was 

reminiscent of Montlhery. Grain was sold at 24 livres and below in the 

presence of the national guards of the surrounding parishes. Although 

there was abundant grain in the market, the buyers still wanted more 

and demanded that grain seized from a certain Sieur Pluchet be sold. 

Huet and Rouveau wryly noted in their report that the Municipality of 

94 The commissioners' report of March 12, A.N., DXL/16 • 

95 • t • t ainsi que les habitants "Qu'une terreur pan1que les re ,en L 16 d' ftampes." The commissioners' report of March 12 , A.N., DX I • 
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Palaiseau was probably waiting for their departure before this grain 

wa s sold. 96 

On March 15, Huet and Rouveau were informed that there had been 

trouble at Angerville in the district of Etampes on March 10 and at 

Saint -Arnoult, district of Dourdan, on March 13. The commissioners 

visited Angerville on March 16. At the market of An9erville on 

March 16 , people complained of the high prices of wheat which was 

selling at 30 livres per setier. But there was no trouble, probably 

because of the presence of the Parisian national guards. 97 At the 

market of Etampes too there was not enough grain but as a result of 

an agreement between buyers and sellers, wheat was selling at 28 

Jivres, 25 livres and 24 livres according to quality.~ 

The commissioners travelled to Dourdan on March 19. At Dourdan 

they found the municipal officers convinced of the need for additional 

forces but unable to turn to the national guards whom they could not 

trust or to the regular troops because of the fear that this would 

trigger rebe 11 ion in the communes. The commissioners, however, advised 

the municipal officers to overcome this fear. It was decided that a 

detachment of one hundred troops and two cannons would be left at 

Dourdan. Huet and Rouveau also directed a reluctant municipality to 

96 The commissioners' report of March 13, A.N., DXL/16. 

97 The commissioners' report of March 16, A.N., DXL/16. 

~ Report of March 17, A.N., DXL/16 . 
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send to its dest ination the 210 setiers of grain that had been 

seized. 99 

The next stop was Saint -Arnoult where the situation was not much 

better than at Dourdan. On market day , March 20, all entrances to the 

city were guarded by the regular troops but crowds of people from two 

of the surrounding parishes, la-Celle and Sonchamp, demanded to be let 

into the town. They were allowed to enter by the municipal officers 

of Saint -Arnoult who overrode the objections of the commissioners. 

Nothing the commissioners said made much of an impact on the crowd who 

maintained that there had been no grain in their locality for three 

months. The commissioners left after ensuring that 108 setiers of 

grain seized and brought to Saint-Arnoult would be returned to its 

owners. Joo 

The commissioners next went to Limours on March 21. Here too the 

situation was all too familiar. They were informed that armed 

contingents from the surrounding parishes had been visiting the 

market, ostensibly to maintain order but really to set the price of 

grain. The comm·issioners had a circular letter sent out to a11 the 

parishes imp 1 icated in the troubles -- Sa int -Jean -de -Beauregard, 

Fontenay, Gourson, Gometz-la-Ville, Gometz - le-Chatel, Brus , Forges, 

Janvry and Vaugrigneuse . The letter asked the parishes not to go armed 

to the market of Limours or to any other market for that matter. The 

~ Report of March 19, A.N., DXL/16. 

Joo Report of March 20, A.N., DXL/16 . 
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municipalities of the concerned parishes sent back replies that they 

would do all in their power to ensure that their citizens did not go 

armed to L imours. But despite these promises made early in the 

morning, the inhabitants of the parishes began to assemble outside 

Limours as the day progressed. They numbered about fifteen hundred and 

were armed with guns , bayonets, and pitchforks. The Municipality of 

Limours allowed them to enter the town. The crowds next insisted that 

the cavalry be removed from the market-place. The municipal officers 

of L imours obeyed these orders, whereupon Huet and Rouveau, much 

disillusioned, returned to Versailles. 101 

Over the following days, the increased military presence ordered 

by the commissioners in the various troubled towns did seem to be 

having an impact. On March 24, when members of the communes around 

Dourdan paid their weekly armed visit to the town, they were stopped 

by a superior force made up by the Parisian national guards, members 

of the gendarmerie, and detachments of troops from L imours and 

Rambouillet. 1~ An uncertain kind of peace returned to Dourdan as the 

people "more intimidated than enlightened" as the Directory of the 

district pointed out, decided to bear their misery in silence rather 

than take on the military might of the state. 
!OJ 

!ITT Report of March 21, A.N., DXL/16. 

102 Report of the commissioners dated March 24, A.D.Y., 1 LM 461. 

10J Extract from the register of deliberations of the Directory of 
the district of Dourdan dated March 31, 1792 , A.D.Y., 1 LM 461. 
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The eastern and northern districts 

In the spring of 1792 , there were food riots in the eastern 

districts as well. But the food riots in Mantes, Montfort,and 

Saint -Germain-en-Laye were not so widespread and appear to have been 

1 imited to a few large markets. These districts were not grain 

exporting regions and food riots here did not threaten to disrupt food 

supplies over a wider area. It is possible that food riots in some of 

the smaller towns in these districts escaped the attention of the 

higher authorities, probably much to the relief of the municipalities 

of the stricken areas who hoped that the incidents would blow over 

Without their having to inform the district, the department, or the 

National Assembly. 

The district of Mantes did suffer from scarcity of grains in 

March and April 1792, but in the police records of the department 

there are only isolated incidents of grain being stopped in certain 

localities. On March 12, cartloads of grain travelling to the market 

of Magny were stopped at Saint-Clair-sur-Epte. Their contents were 

removed and the carters or persons accompanying the carts were paid 

in lump sums which the latter deemed grossly insufficient to cover the 

actual value of the grain. one of the domestics accompanying the carts 

of the Justice of the Peace of Sainte-Hilaire ran to the mayor and the 

Procureur for help but was told that any interference was useless. The 

mayor and the procureur were sharply reprimanded by the Directory of 

the district for their callous attitude to the whole affair. On March 
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13 , 6 setiers and 6 boisseaux of grain being carried in two carts were 

seized in la -Chapelle. Among those responsible for the seizure was one 

municipal officer and two members of the national guard, all of whom 

were suspended from their posts for three months. It is noteworthy 

that both of these incidents came to light as a result of complaints 

lodged by individual farmers rather than from reports drawn up by 

mun i c i pa 1 it i es. 104 

At the same time there was tumult in the market of 

Saint-Germain-en-Laye. Saint-Germain was perhaps the poorest district 

in the department. Large tracts of land were covered with forests 

Which the nobles had used as their favorite hunting grounds. The soil 

on both sides of the river Seine was also light and sandy, unable to 

support anything but poor quality grapes. The town was situated right 

next to a huge forest which was reputed to be the den of brigands. 

From the beginning of March there was ferment in the town and its 

surrounding parishes because of the lack of grains. The municipal 

officers were threatened and it was announced that all grain brought 

to market would be pillaged. On Monday, March 12, the national guard 

and gendarmerie were placed on alert. The market-place and its 

surroundings were soon overflowing with people. There was seditious 

talk and absolute confusion reigned in the market-place. The 

municipality ordered four of the most unruly persons to be arrested 

• 104 From the register of deliberations of the Directory of the 
district of Mantes, dated March 12 and 13, A.O.Y., 1 LM 461 • 
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and taken to prison. Thereupon the crowd trooped to the prison and 

threw stones at the gendarmerie. At 9:00 in the evening the prisoners 

had to be released. The crowd then dispersed, but threatened to come 

back the next week to pillage grain. 1
~ 

At Meulan only the strong presence of troops served to maintain 

order. In place of the customary 300 setiers of wheat, there were only 

25 setiers in the market-place on March 19. The municipality 

recognized the desperation of the people. In its letters to the 

Directory of the district, it laid the blame squarely on the 

laboureurs and described scenes where women left the market-place in 

tears after a weary but fruitless wait for food. 106 The situation had 

not improved by the first week of April, although the Minister of the 

Interior promised that grain would be imported into Meulan. 1
~ 

Further south in Neauphle- le-Chateau, in the district of 

Montfort, there was trouble in the market-place on March 12, 1792. 

There was a big crowd in the market-place and farmers were forced to 

sell wheat which had been priced at 31 livres for 24 livres. The crowd 

also promised to come back the next Monday, armed with pitchforks, 

1
~ Extract from the register of deliberations of the Municipality 

of Saint-Germain-en-Laye dated March 13, 1992, A.D.Y., 1 LM 460. 

106 Extracts from the register of de 1 iberat ions of the 
Municipality of Meulan dated March 19, 20 and 27, A.D.Y., l LM 461. 

rn, Letter of the procureur syndic of the district of 
Saint-Germain-en-Laye to the Munici pality of Meulan dated _A~ril _2, and 
extract from the register of deliberations of the Mun1c1pal1ty of 
Meulan dated April 9, A.D.Y., 1 LM 461. 
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guns and sticks. Troops from Saint -Leger, Saint-Hubert and Ramboui1let 

were quickly moved to Neauphle - le-Chateau and the markets of March 19 

and 26 were peaceful despite complaints about the lack of grain . But 

early in April the troops were withdrawn and cultivators were once 

again forced to sell wheat at 24 or 25 livres per setier . The mayor 

and procureur then resigned.wa 

There also were reports of cartloads of grain being stopped. One 

cart carrying 10 setiers of grain was stopped near Maule in the 

district of Saint -Germain and taken to Andely in the district of 

Montfort. Its contents were discharged and sold despite the protests 

of the mayor and procureur of Andely. Two other carts loaded with 5 

and 3 setiers of grain respectively were seized at Marcq and their 

contents sold at 20 livres per setier.w9 

Further north in the district of Pontoise, there was a sudden 

explosion of trouble in the market of Beaumont-sur-Oise late in 

February 1792. Beaumont had been quiet up to that point and the food 

riot caught the municipal officers by surprise. After the price of 

wheat was forcibly set by the rioters at Beaumont on February 23 , the 

municipality made efforts to activate its national guard. Most members 

108 letter of the Municipality of Neauphle-le -Chateau to the 
Directory of the district of Montfort, dated March 15, 1_79_2; e~tracts 
from the register of deliberations of the Mun1c1pal1ty of 
Neauphle- le-Chateau, dated March 16, 27, April 2 and _4; letter of the 
Directory of the district of Montfort to the D1rectory of the 
department of the Seine-et-Oise; A.D.Y., l LM 460. 

109 Report of the Directory of the district of Montfort dated 
April 11, A.O.Y., 1 LM 461. 
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of the national guard refused to serve. Thereupon brigades were 

brought in from Pontoise, Lisle Adam , Luzarches and Chambly to restore 

order in the market-place. 11 0 

There were disturbances in the market of Marines on March 14. 

In the presence of the members of the national guard, two men began 

to open up the sacks of wheat and called on the people to buy wheat 

at 20 J;vres per set;er. The two men were arrested and matters brought 

under control. Troops were moved to Marines and peace was 

re-es tab 1 i shed. 111 

D;strjct of Gonesse 

But matters took a very different turn in the adjoining district 

of Gonesse which was severely affected by the food riots. The riots 

in Gonesse broke out later than in the rest of the district, and in 

their character and development seem to have had a direct link with 

the riots in the neighboring departments of the Oise and the 

Seine-et-Marne. 

The movement in the district of Gonesse began in the shape of 

demands made by the carters and other day workers for a rise in their 

daily wages. The first commune to be affected in the second week of 

110 Proces verbal of the Municipality of Beaumont-sur-Oise dated 
February 24 and report of the procureur synd;c of the district of 
Pontoise dated March 6, A.D.Y., 1 LM 461. 

m Proces verbal of the Municipality of Ma~ines dated M~rch 14, 
1792, letter written by the Municipality of Marines to the Directory 
of the district of Pontoise, dated March 21, A.D.Y., 1 LM 461-
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March wa s Aulnay on the borders of the two cantons of Gonesse and 

Livry. The cultivators of Aulnay appear to have given in quickly to 

the demands , so peace was re-established almost immediately. But soon 

the movement spread to the town of Gonesse. On March 19 the farmers, 

flour merchants and bakers met in the city ha 11 with the carters, 

threshers and apprentice bakers and promised them an augmentation in 

their daily wages both in money and kind. There were similar movements 

in the communes of Roissy and Sarcelles. The movement then spread to 

the other cantons and in addition to the original demands , workers 

began to demand the setting of prices of wheat, bread and other 

foodstuff like butter and eggs. Thus at Tremblay and Vi llepinte 

workers demanded and obtained the taxation of wheat at 20 livres per 

setier and bread at 2 sols per pound. Prices of eggs and butter were 

also set. There were similar movements at Noisy- le-Grand and Gagny. 

The movement took on an extremely organized form in the canton 

of Louvres where workers in each of the communes forced their 

respective municipalities to draw up acts decreeing that prices of a 11 

comestibles be set and that cultivators and merchants enter into 

agreements with their domestics and apprentices to restructure the 

rate of daily wages. Cultivators, bakers and merchants were forced 

to affix their signatures to the acts. First affected in the canton 

of Louvres was Epiais which was also nearest to the border with t he 

canton of Gonesse. In Epiais there was a riot on March 27 when carters 

demanded a rise in their salaries. From Epiais the riots spread to 
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Villeron and Chennevieres on March 29; then to Vemars on March 30 and 

then to Survilliers and Fosses on April 1. Next affected was 

Marly-la-Ville where the mayor and municipal officers openly sided 

with the rioters on April 1 and 2. Fontenay and the commune of Louvres 

were the last to be affected on April 3 and 4. At Louvres the price 

of wheat was fixed at 22 livres per setier and the price of the 

twelve-pound bread was fixed at 25 sols. There were rumors that the 

surrounding parishes were planning a march to the market of Louvres. 

In the two cantons of Luzarches and Ecouen all the affected communes, 

namely Lassy, Bellefontaine , le Plessis and Jagny in Luzarches and 

le-Mesnil-Aubry and Mareil in Ecouen, bordered the canton of Louvres. 

After the trouble in Louvres, the Directory of the department 

appointed a commissioner, Martial Victor Vaillant, to travel to the 

disturbed district with troops to re-establish public order. On his 

arrival at Gonesse on April 5, Vaillant found the district outwardly 

calm but price-setting in full force. When Vaillant pointed out to the 

municipalities the unconstitutional nature of this state of affairs, 

the latter maintained that such a conciliation between farmers and 

their domestics had been long overdue. It took the presence of regular 

troops to break the back of the popular movement in Gonesse. 
112 

By the 

112 See the report. outlining the troubles in G~nesse in A.O.:·, 1 
LM 459; report drawn up the commune. o_f Ma_rly-le-ville dated April 2; 
extract from the reg:ster of the Municipal~ty of Fontenay- l_es-Louvres, 
dated April 4· reports of commissioner Vaillant dated April 5 through 
12; letter written by the Directory of the district of Goness~ to the 
Directory of the department dated March 20; report of the DirectorK 
of the district of Gonesse dated March 30; report of Josep 
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e
nd 

of April, calm seems t o have retu rned to the department of the 

Se ine -et- Oi se 1th h , a oug it wa s an uneasy ca 1m enforced by the presence 
of troops. 

The riot s of spring 1792 were much more widespread than those 

of 1791. They touched rich and poor dis t r icts alike . A11 the major 

market s were af fected . Part icu 1ar 1y affected were those situated a long 
th

e ma jor export route that ran from Paris to Orleans , for example, 
Long· 

Jumeau , Montlhery and Etampes . Oourdan , Limours and Chevreuse and 
Houdan ·t , s 1 uated on export routes to the west, were also affected. The 

geograph ica 1 extent of the riots indicates that there was growing 

resistance t o gra in export s not only to Paris but to the western and 

southern departments as well. Other sensitive spots were the clusters 

of communes situated in the river va11eys . One of the most disturbed 

areas in the district of Corbeil in the spring of 1792 was the 

communes situated along the Seine and Orge r ivers. In the district of 

ftampes, the troubles of March 3 were precipitated by the march 
orga • . J . I n1zed by some of the communes situated along the r1ver u1ne. n 
the canton of Oourdan, too, the northern communes along the river Orge 

comprised a major trouble spot . The least agricu1tura11y developed 

Blanquiers , administrator and member of the Directory o! the 
deparetment and Denis Dumont procureur synd;c of the d1str1ct of 
Gonesse, dated April 3; lette; written by the Just_ice ?f the Peace ?f the canton of luzarches to the Directory of the d~ strict d~ted April 
?; report of the Municipality of Louvres dated April 30 an in A.O. Y.' 
1 LM 461. 
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areas in the department were hit hardest by the rising prices and the 

lack of grain , but the richer areas were also not spared. 

The Food Riots of Fall 1792 

The harvest of 1792 was everywhere very good. 113 Yet , with the 

new harvests came reports of renewed unrest. Compared with the 

situation in spring, however, the trouble spots were few in number and 

remained largely confined to the poorer areas in the department. 11
' 

The first reports of trouble came from Mantes. Mantes had been 

struggling with scarcity since spring and even after peace was 

restored elsewhere, stoppages of cartloads of grain had continued in 

Rocheguyon , Sa i nt-C lair and Cherence. 115 Then on September 23, 1792, 

a barge of flour destined for Rouen was stopped at Mantes signalling 

the start of new troubles in the department. 11 6 

Next , there was unrest in the district of Saint -Germain. On 

October 15, the Minister of the Interior wrote to the Municipality of 

Meulan, complaining of "seditious proposals" being heard in the market 

113 Pierre Caron "Une enquete sur la recolte de 1792 ," BulleUn 
d'histoire economiqu~ de la Revolution (1913): 161 -184. 

11
' Records of the food riots of October-November 1792 are to be 

found in A.N., F/11/221. 

• 
115 Report of the Directory of the department of the 

Se1ne-et -Oise, dated May 31, 1792, A.N., F/11/221. 

u6 Extract from the register of de 1 iberat ions of the Consei l 
general of the commune of Mantes, dated September 23, 1792 , A.N., 
F/11/221. 
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of Meulan . The municipality wrote back defiantly that they had not 

heard any such seditious proposals and dismissed them as rumors being 

spread by the laboureurs to spread fears of scarcity. 117 Soon after, 

on November 3, Meulan complained that the administration of 

Saint-Germain was showing an outrageous preference for the market of 

Saint -Germain and in the process sacrificing all the smaller markets 

where people of the countryside bought their provisions. On November 

9, the Municipality of Meulan charged that armed members of the 

national guard of Saint -Germain were visiting the farms of the 

laboureurs and carting away grain to Saint -Germain. 1
~ 

Meanwhile similar charges were being levelled against Meulan . 

In October, the Municipality of Vaux in the canton of Triel Bourg 

complained that domiciliary visits to farmers living in their canton 

were being ordered by the Municipality of Meulan. Such visits had been 

conducted in Vaux on October 9 and the requisitioned grain sold at the 

market of Meulan on October 15. 11 9 The situation in the market of 

Saint-Germain itself appears to have been no better. On November 16, 

the Minister of the Interior wrote to the Directory of the department 

w Letter of the Minister of the Interior to the Municipality of 
Meulan dated October 15, 1792 and reply of the municipality dated 
November 9, 1792, A.N., F/11/221. 

us Extract from the register of deliberations of the commune of 
Meulan dated November a and letter to the Minister of the Interi or 
dated November 9, 1792, A.N., F/11/221. 

u 9 Letter written to the Minister of the Interior by t he 
Municipality of Vaux dated October 8, 1792, F/11/221. 
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complaining of riots in the market of Saint-Germain. Farmers had been 

forced to sell grain at prices set by the people. At the slightest 

resistance on the part of the farmers, their sacks had been pierced 

and their grain sold. Wheat was sold at 19 1;vres and 17 1;vres. The 

soldiers had openly sided with the rioters and the municipal officers 

had been pushed outside the hall. 1
~ 

Also affected by the food riots was the area comprising the 

southern part of the district of Montfort and the northern part of 

Dourdan. On October 25, at 11:00 in the morning, the town of Montfort 

l'Amaury received advance warning that the citizens of Montfort, 

le-Mesnuls, Grosrouvre, Saint-Leger and other neighboring communes had 

assembled outside the town with their mayors and municipal officers 

and were planning to enter Montfort when the market opened. Thereupon 

the mayor, accompanied by an unarmed detachment of national guards, 

Went to meet the assembled crowd. He was informed that the people had 

no hostile intentions and merely wished to furnish themselves with 

grain from the market and bread from the bakers. Soon after, a crowd 

of eight hundred to nine hundred people entered the city and flooded 

the market-place. There were complaints of the scarcity of wheat after 

an abundant harvest and this was blamed on the cupidity of laboureurs 

and the new order of things. Next, a petition was drawn up demandi ng 

that wheat be sold at 24 1;vres per set;er and bread at 2 sols per 

00 A.N., F/11/221. 
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pound and that the markets be sufficiently provisioned. The petition 

was read to the assembled crowd at 2:00 in the afternoon. 

Next , it was found t~at there were only 51 livres of grain in 

the market -place which would not be sufficient even if it was sold in 

sma 11 port ions. It was immediately dee ided by the crowd that the 

market would re-assemble the next day, that is Friday. In the 

meantime, detachments of the national guards would be sent to the 

farms in the cantons of Montfort and Garancieres to check out the 

granges and invite the farmers to bring grain to market. The unrest 

then spread to the neighboring regions. On October 27, the 

Municipality of Rambouillet found itself faced with about five hundred 

inhabitants of the parishes of Saint-Leger, Montfort, Grosrouvre, 

Gallois , la-Queue, Mere, Bazoches, Saint-Remy and Mesnuls, many of 

them armed with guns. Representatives from the crowd handed over a 

petition calling for uniform prices of wheat throughout the Republic. 

The people were told that they could enter the town only if they put 

down their arms. Faced with superior force , the crowd complied. Inside 

the market, however, a quarrel broke out between a grain merchant and 

some individuals and cries of "to arms" were raised. Some people ran 

back to the place where their arms had been left. The gendarmerie was 

fired upon, but the people were soon disarmed and order 

re -es tab 1 i shed. 121 

_ 
121 Extract from the register of deliberations of the Consei! 

general of the commune of Montfort, dated October 25, A.N.! F/11/221 , 
report of the Conseil general of the commune of Rambou1llet dated 

106 



The district of Versailles, scene of severe food riots in the 

spring, suffered once again in the fall. On October 26, farmers who 

had brought grain to market complained of ill-treatment. They declared 

that they had lost 2 sacks and 6 minots of wheat and that they would 

not be able to provision the market in future unless adequate security 

was provided. But a sufficient number of troops simply could not be 

found. On November 23, fifty-four members of the national guard were 

asked to report to duty but only three showed up in the market-place. 

Eight setiers and 3 minots of wheat were seized by the crowd in the 

absence of their proprietors and sold at much less than their market 

price. 122 There was intermittent unrest in the market of Versa i 11es 

all through December. 123 

Limours was another trouble spot. Peron, the mayor of Limours, 

wrote to the Directory that wheat was being sold at 24 livres per 

setier and farmers were being abused. The mayor was trying to maintain 

order with the help of a single gendarme. All the other troops had 

left for the frontiers. Faced with this impossible situation, the 

October 27, A.N., F/7/3689/7. 
122 Summary of documents in Defresne and Evrard, Les subsistances, 

l: 231. 

1
" Letter of Richaud mayor of Versailles to the Minjster of the 

Interior, dated Decembe~ s, 1792 in Defresne and Evrard, Les 
subsistances, 1:232. Also A.N., F/11/221. 
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procureur and other municipal officers preferred to stay in their 

homes and see and hear nothing. 1
" 

There also were reports of grain being stopped in different 

localities. A cartload of grain was stopped at Chevreuse on September 

26 , and another at Saint-Cyr on September 28. The national guard of 

Sen1is stopped a horse carrying 2 sacks of oats at Senlis on 

November 3 during one of their nightly patrols. Another cart of wheat 

was seized at Saint-Remy-les-Chevreuse. There were repeated complaints 

of grain being seized at Longjumeau in November and December. 10 

The other districts which had been disturbed in March and April 

l792 seem to have remained calm in the fall, notably Etampes and 

Dourdan. There were vague threats in the market of Gonesse in December 

1792, but no serious trouble. 126 

Except for some cases of entraves, the department was quiet in 

the first half of 1793. Probably the abundant harvest of 1792 tided 

the department over the lean period in the spring. The next wave of 

food riots occurred in 1795. 

iu Letter of Peron dated November 2 in Defr~sne and Evrard, Les 
subs;stances, 1:231. 

1u S t . Defr~sne and Evrard, Les subsjstances, ummary of documen s 1n 
1:222. 

1z5 • t ry of the district of Gonesse to 
Letter written by the D1~ec 0d t d December 11 1792 A.N. 

the the Minister of the Inter10r a e ' ' ' 
F /11/221. 
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subsistances, 1:231. 
125 Summary of documents in Defresne and Evrard, Les subsistances, 

1: 222 . 
1
" Letter written by the Directory of the district of Gonesse to 

the the Minister of the Interior dated December 11 , 1792, A. N. , 
F / 11/221. 
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The Food Riots of 1795 

The first sign of troub1e to come was a bread riot in Versai11es 
on 22 fri . 

ma 1 re an I II ( December 12, 1794). The day before, the 

municipa 7ity had dec1ared that the price of the twe7ve-pound 1oaf 
Would . 

rema 1n fixed at 48 sols. The next day, from 8:00 in the morning, 
Women ass bl 

em ed before the bakeries, advising everyone whom they met, 

not to pay more than 38 sols for the twe7ve -pound loaf. The 
mu • • 

nlclpality initially tried to take a firm stand, ordering all 
bakeries wh1'ch 

had closed to reopen and increasing the number of 
national guards · d b 1n the streets. But the 1atter turne out to e an 

uncertain ally, with their commander dec7aring that that they wou7d 
note 

Xecute any orders on matters re1ating to bread. 

Meanwhile the rioting women entered both the maison commune and 
the h ~ 

otel de ville and dec1ared that they would not disperse ti11 
the· 

lr demands had been recognized. The administration gave way. The 
distri t 

c declared that they had taken into consideration the demands 
Of th 

e Women and had decided that the twelve-pound loaf would be sold, 
for th 

e time being, at 38 sols. The committees of government 

(Committees of General Security and Pub1ic Safety) wou1d be petitioned 

for Permission to lower the price of bread at Versailles so that it 

Would t 'th th t f P r·s no bedisproportionatelyhighwhencomparedw1 a O a 1 • 

When the two commissioners from Versailles arrived to meet with 
the · t • Th committees, they found little support for their ac 10ns. e 

Convention in its turn decided to send Charles Delacroix as a 
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representative on mission to Versailles to deal with the problem. 

Faced with the disapproval of the center, the Directory of the 

district revoked on 23 frimaire (December 13), the decision it had 

taken the day before to lower the price of bread. The municipality was 

ordered to make public this decision and to put up public notices to 

this effect. The members of the municipality then fanned out into the 

different quarters, accompanied by about 150 national guards. Their 

announcement was met with jeers, cries and stone throwing from the 

crowd. But this time, they stood firm and had all of the hecklers 

arrested. Calm returned on the night of December 23, but the mayor 

Gravois committed suicide soon after. Another consequence of the riot 

was that Charles Delacroix seized this opportunity to shut down the 

societe populaire of Versailles on the charge that the Jacobins had 

fomented the riot. 121 

In February, there was trouble at the market-place of Corbeil. 

On 14 pluvi6se (February 2), there were only 14 setiers of grain at 

the hall. An angry crowd stormed the quarters of the administration 

of the district, demanding that the magasins de subsistance, be opened 

to the pub 1 i c. However, the members of the admi n i strati on of the 

district, the municipality and the national agent, were able to calm 

the crowd, after reasoning and arguing with it for hours. Apparently, 

the people were told that they had been led into error by enemies of 

the public weal. The officials appealed to the patriotism of the 

1
" Defr~sne and tvrard, Les subsistances, 2:316-320. 
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crowd, extolling the great work being done by the Convention and 

warning them that any kind of civil war would greatly weaken the 

national effort against the external enemy. 

On a more practical and useful plane, the administration 

promised to take measures to help the most indigent. Those who had no 

flour, grain or bread in their homes were asked to put down their 

names on a list and assured that they would be provided with food as 

soon as possible. The administration also declared that cultivators 

who were refusing to bring grain to market would be forced to do so 

in the future. It was also decided that Charles Delacroix and the 

Committee of Public Safety would be advised on the state of the 

district. The crowd then dispersed, although reports continued to come 

in throughout the night that people were in the streets demanding that 

the grenier d'abondance should be opened up. 1
~ 

At Mantes, rioters made identical demands. Since January, the 

market-place of Mantes had remained almost empty. A dangerous 

situation arose on 3 vent6se (February 21) when a crowd of seven 

hundred who had been waiting impatiently in the cold for grain to 

arrive, decided that they would open up the storehouses of grain which 

they knew existed in the town. Members of the administration attempted 

to te 11 them that the grain stored in these warehouses was the 

property of the Republic and destined for the provisioning of the 

1
~ For the riot at Corbeil, see s~ance publique du district de 

Corbeil du 14 pluviose in the register of deliberations of the 
district dated 6 pluvi6se to 19 germinal an III, A.D.C.E., L 16. 
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capital b 
' ut the people had had enough. "Hungry stomachs have no 

ears " th 
' ey screamed at the officers. They surrounded the mayor and 

Promised to kill him if they were not given bread. Finally the mayor 
Was rescued by th 

e gendarmerie. The national guard came out in 
st

rength and was posted before the storehouses of the Republic and at 
the market -place . 

Defeated, the people dispersed around 4:00 in the 
evening. 129 

In 1795, the rioters, weakened by hunger, appear to have lacked 
the conf·d 1 ence and strength of the rioters of 1792. The market riots 
of 1795 were few 

in number and did not spread. The rioters a1so failed 
to Win th 

e support of the authorities to any great extent. These riots 
in Corb • 1 

e1 and Mantes were not the classic market riots where people 
seized c 

ontro 1 of the market-place, set the price of grain and 
distribut . 

ed lt according to their needs. In 1795, there was not really 
a true k 

mar et-place to seize control of. The few straggling sacks of 
9rain th t f 

a ound their way to the market-place did not meet the needs 

of the crowd by far. The rioters resorted to threats and pleas because 
there w 

as not any real action that they could take in the 
market 

-place. Thet knew where grain could be found. It was in the 
storeh 

ouses of the Republic and the farms of the cultivators. Not 
dar • 

lng to attack the first, they turned their attention to the second. 

129 E , 
mess · ug~ne Grave, "Les subsistances A Mantes de messidor an_II a 
la ~1or ~n III," Recherche et publication de~ ~ocum,ents relat,fs a 
Se;ne -e e~onomique de la Revolution: Com1te departemental de 

et-07se 4 (1910-1911):45-46. 
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In the Year III 
, incursions into the homes of the cultivators became 

the 
most common form of food riot. 

Most of the reports of these disturbances came in from the grain 
rich d • 1strict of Corbeil. Most often the rioters were drawn from the 
Poorer c 

ommunes along the banks of the river Seine. The farms which 
Were invad d 1 . . 

e ay 1n the richer cantons of ArpaJon and Mennecy in the 
distr· 

ict of Corbei 1 and in the neighboring canton of Longjumeau in the 
distr· t 

ic of Versailles . The incursions most often took place by night. 
The • 

rioters would number anywhere from twenty to twenty-five to more 

than one hundred. They would knock on the door and ask for grain. If 
the cu 1t. 

ivator refused to open up, the rioters would break down the 
front door. Th d . f en they would search a11 the rooms an granaries or 
grain. If d 

grain was found, they would thresh it, clean it, an 
distribute 

it among themselves, taking care to see that everyone 
received f 

a fair share. Before leaving they would hand over a sumo 
money. 

On 17 Pluviose (February 5), a circular was distributed among 
the cult· h t ivators warning them of the incursions and asking t em o 
report th 1 t th e names and domiciles of these intruders, or at eas e 
names of uo d th the communes from which they came. The next ay, e 
Munici 1. 

Pa lt.y of Tigery reported that citizens from the commune of 
So · 155Y had been f th es of two forcibly carrying away grain rom e grang 

130 

A.D.C.E L . , 16. 
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cu1t • 
ivators named Jason and Gibbon fo r the last six days. 131 Even 

ear1 ier on 15 . ~ 
nivose (January 4, 1795) , some individuals from the 

communes f . 0 
Gri gny, Viry and Epinay-sur -Orge , in the district of 

Corbe i 1 h 
ad threatened a farmer at Paray (district of Versa i lles) and 

forced h . 
im t o hand over 13 boisseaux of wheat at 50 livres per 

set;er 13z 
0 • n January 31, Pierre Guignard , cultivator at Gif in the 

di strict of 
Versa i 1 les , made a dee la rat ion to the revolutionary 

committe 
eat Versailles that thirty men and women from the commune at 

Igny had Vi si ted h1·s · d 5 . t farm on January 11 , and had carr1e away m1no s 
Of gr . 

ain Wh ich he had reserved for his workers after paying him a 
certain 

sum of money. 1
ll In the month of germinal (March -April) , when 

People wer 1 . 
e 1tera 1 ly starving in the department of the Seine-et -Oise , 

these · 
incursions became very frequent. 

One of the worst affected communes was Vert - le-Grand. This 
commune . 

Was home to several cultivators, and was reputed to contain 
larg 

e 
st

ocks of grain. Vert - le-Grand suffered raids organized by the 
communes f . V. 0 Sav1gny, Genevieve -des Bois, Bretigny, Juvisy, 1ry, 
Fleury V 

' ert - le-Petit and Athis -Mons. The cultivators of this commune 
Were t 

errorized by these raiders who uttered threats "most alarming 

lJJ 

Tiger From the register of deliberations of the Municipality of 
Y, dated 18 pluviose, A.O.C.E., L 16 
lJz 

Defresne and Evrard, Les subsistances, 2:446 · 
l JJ I 

bid . 
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and count 
er - revolutionary" and assured them that they would be back 

soon. 134 

But the surrounding communes were also not spared. On 9 germinal 
(March 29) b 

a out forty men and women from the surrounding countryside 
Went to th f 

e arm of Sieur Rabourdin at Fleury-Merogis and demanded 

grain. Disregarding his protestations that he only had enough grain 

for his workers, about twelve to fifteen of them entered his grange, 
took 3 m. 

stab le . 1Js 

7
nes of grain and put down 150 livres on the window of his 

On l4 germinal (3 April), about 5:00 in the morning, some 
thirty f · 

- ive to forty men and women went to the farm of the cultivator 
8 idaut 

' at Plessis Pate, in the canton of Montlhery. They banged on 
his d 

oor, scaled the walls, and after breaking the lock, opened his 
door Wh ·1 

• 
1 e one man Brigandier, from the commune of Ris held him by 

the 
collar, others climbed into his granary and helped themselves to 

some gra. 
in for which they paid 100 livres per setier. The next morning 

at 4:oo, some sixty men and women from Viry-Chatillon arrived. They 
mistreat d 

e Bidaud, forced him to hand over the keys to his granary, 

and threshed some wheat and all the barley that they found there. They 

134 

comm Extract from the deliberations of the Conseil general of the 
une of Vert-le-Grand, dated 5 germinal an III, A.D.C.£., L 16 , 

distr
1

•

35 

From the extract of deliberations of the admini st ration°[ ;;e 
Also ;~t of Corbeil, session of 12 germinal an III, A.D.C . . , • 

A.D.Y., 42 L 57 bis. 
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Pa 'd 
i for the wheat at 120 livres per setier and for the bar1ey at 100 

l • 
, vres per set i er. 136 

The same day, another group of peop1e knocked at the door of 
citizen M tt 0 eau , a1so at P1essis Pate. When Motteau refused to open 
the d 

oor, the rioters went away but returned after an hour with more 
of th . eir comrades. This time they broke down the door, threatened 
Motteau, and then proceeded to thresh the grain. They paid him 490 
livres f . 

or 49 bo1sseaux of grain. Motteau's own threshers recognized 

some of the rioters. Most of those arrested were from the commune of 

Fleury-Merogis. m 

In the next few days, there were severa 1 such raids in the 
ne i ghbo • 138 

ring communes of Bondouf1e and Vert - 1e-Grand. The biggest 
such g th . 

a ering took place in the commune of Paray, in the district of 
Versai11 

es. On 18 germina1, a crowd of two hundred from the communes 
of Juv· 

isy and Savigny arrived at the farm of Louis Beaupied at 4:00 
in the • 

morning and demanded to be 1et in. Beaupied sent for the mayor. 
The m 

ayor arrived but was unab1e to control the crowd. The mayor in 
turn sent for the gendarmerie at Longjumeau. Despite the presence of 

136 

Pless· Extract from the register of de1iberations of the commune of 
A.o yis Pate, dated 23 germina1 an III, A.D.C.E., L 16. A1so in 

• ·, 42 l 57\. 
137 

dist . From the register of de1iberations of the Directory of the 
Mottric~ of Corbeil, session of 22 germinal, A.D.C.E., L 16. A1so see 

eau s deposition of 26 germinal in A.D.Y., 42 L 56. 
138 

Bond From the register of deliberations of the Municipa1 ity of 
OUfle, dated 23 germina1, A.D.Y., 42 L 56. 
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the guards 
' 

grain Wh ich 
t he crowd broke down t he door and began to thresh the 

they found in the granges . Hoping to make the best of a 
bad Situat · 

ion , t he mayor of Paray posted guards who were made 
respons 'bl 1 

e for receiving the money being pa id by the people and 
t ak ing down the i r 

names and addresses. This measure scared off many , 
sothatu1t · 

imately on ly fifty-one people took a bo;sseau of grain each 
at 100 7 . 7vres per set;er. 

The same day another group went to the farm of citizen Roinvi11e 
and carr • . 

led away some grain . Both cultivators complained that this was 
not the f · . 

irst time in fifteen days that crowds had carried away their 
gra in ! Jg 

0 • n the same day , there was a rash of incursions into several 
farms in t he 

communes of Leudev i 11e and Maro11es in the canton of 
Arpajon Th . 

• e next day , nineteen people were arrested 1n the course of 
one such · . . . . 

raid in the commune of Avrainvi11e . Avrainv11Je had witnessed 

several such raids in the past few days and so the gendarmer ie of 

Arpajon had been lying in wait that particular morning. All of those 

arrested were from the commune of Savigny-sur-Orge. 1•0 In the 

neighboring canton of Mennecy, there were raids on the farms of 

several cultivators on 17 and 18 germinal (April 6 and 7) . The farm 

]Jg 

Ver . From the report of the director of the Jury, drawn up at 
sailles on 27 f1orea1 an III , A.D.Y., 42 L 55 bis. 

140 

9erm · From reports drawn up by the Municipality of Arpajon, dated 18 
inal, A.0.Y., 46 L 55 bis. 
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of one · 
rl ch CU1t ivator, s;eur Paillet was targeted both days. 10 The 

next day ·t 
, 1 was 

Were drawn f 
the turn of the cu1tivators of Tigery. The rioters 

rom several communes 
(agent naUonal) f Et. 1 uz o 10 1es . 

and were led by the nationa1 agent 

Reports of such raids began to come in from the district of 
Dourd . 

an 
1
n the month of germina1 (March -Apri1). As at Corbei1, so at 

Dourdan 
' t he raids were organized by the poorer communes of the 

northern 
cantons and the targets were the rich farms of the southern 

canton . 
s, ma 1n1y Ab11·s h B 0 which was a part of the grain ric eauce. n 

15 germina1 

Wrote t 
(April 4), the nationa1 agent of the district of Dourdan, 

° Charles Delacroix that it was becoming impossib1e for him to 
organize th 

e delivery of grain which had been requisitioned from 
Dourdan. The 

reason was that no sooner had the grain being threshed 
and cl 

eaned , than a crowd, often exceeding one hundred peop1e, would 
descend on 

the grain and carry it away. These crowds, the national 
agent c 1a . 

1med, had been scouring the countryside for more than a 
month. Ini . 

t 1a11y, these incursions had not been so frequent, but now 
they Wer b . 

e ecomrng regular. The cultivators were not equipped to 
resist th . 

ese 1ncursions, nor did the district have enough forces to 
stop th 

em. He also added: 

14] 

admin· Extract from the register of deliberations of the 
III, ~~Jryation of the district of Corbeil, session of 22 germinal an 

• ·, 42 L 57 bis. 
1 ◄ 2 F 

the d· rom the register of deliberations of the administra~ion of 1strict of Corbeil, dated 23 germinal, A.D.Y., 42 L 57 bls. 
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Jene peux te dissimuler que le besoin de vivres est une des 
pr · 

lncipales causes de ces sorties et que, par ce motif, la 
r , . 
es 1stance n' en serait que plus dangereuse. 

I cannot hide from you that the need for food is one of the 

principal causes of these outings and on these grounds it would 

be all the more dangerous to resist . 

Ga stellier , commissioner in charge of making requisitions for 
Versa i l le 

s from the district of Oourdan, wrote on 18 germinal (April 
l), that th 

ree hundred people from the communes of Rochefort, 
Cla • 

lrefonta ine and Sa int-Arnou lt and other communes had assembled near 
Roinvill 

e. There, they had divided into groups of forty to fifty 
People wh 0 were systematically searching all nearby farms and mills. 

If they found fl h h h our they took it. If they found grain, t ey t res ed 
it before carrying it away. They also left receipts phrased as 
follows: 

Nous, habitons de ....... , manquant de la premiere necessite qui 

est le pain, soussignes, reconaissons avoir re~u du 

Citoyen 1 -• • • . .. , cu tivateur a ..... , la quant ite de b le ( ou 

farines) ....... (signatures)143 

143 T , 
subs; hese documents can be found in Oefresne and ~vrar~, Les 
regi ftances, 2:308-310. There is no mention of these r1~ts ~n the 
Dour~ ers of deliberations of the administration of the_d~str~c! of 
unwil~~' preserved in A.O .C.E. It is possible that the mun1c1pal1!1es, 

1ng to draw attention to themselves, omitted to tell the h1gher 
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We, inhabitants of .. . . .. , lacking the first necessity which is 
bread, th e undersigned, recognize having received from 
citizen 1 ·· · ··, cu tivator at. ... . , the quantity of grain or 
flour ...... (signatures) 

After ger . 1 
mina (March -April) these raids gradually died down, although 

there • h 
mig t have been some isolated cases, as at Toussus (canton of 

Jouy, d • 1strict of Versailles) on 1 floreal (April 20). 10 

The event which overshadowed all else in the month of germinal 
Was th 

e riot that took place at Saint-Germain-en-Laye on 17 germinal 
(April 6) 14s 

• The immediate cause of the riot was a hike in the price 

of bread sold by the administration of the commune from 10 sols to 25 

Sols Per pound. For several days before 17 germinal, the supply of 
bread h d 

a been disrupted. Then came the news of the price hike. On 17 

germinal (April 6), a large crowd of men and women came to the maison 
commun 

e and surrounded the members of the Consei 1 general. They 

demanded that the price of bread be brought down to 10 sols. The 

members initially tried to reason with the crowd, arguing that the 

consefl had itself been forced to buy flour and grain from individual 

merchants at 35 to 40 sols per pound, but they ultimately gave way. 

au th0rities of these raids. 

dat 
144 

Report of the procureur syndiq of the distric! of Versailles, 
ed 3 floreal an III, Oefresne and Evrard, Les subs1stances, 2:446, 

11 
1

~ Richard Cobb has studied this riot in Terreur et Subsistances, 93
-1195 (Paris: Librairie Clavreuil, 1965). 
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The crowd then demanded that meetings be held in each of the sections 
to de lib t era eon the food situation, to discuss ways of procuring food 

a
nd 

bringing down prices. The conseil agreed and gave orders for the 
rappel to b e sounded. While the rappel was being sounded , members of 
th

e crowd demanded that it be changed to the generale. They argued 
th

at it was the only way of conveying to the population the urgency 

of the situation. Despite their reservations, the conseil was forced 

to agree. 

In the meetings of the sections, several radical measures were 

suggested . One such suggestion was that the Convention should declare 

~ll grains and flour over and above what the proprietors needed for 
the· . 1r own consumption to be national property. Each sect1on drew up 

a Petition to be addressed to the Convention and then dispersed. In 

the ev • en mg there was 
a .. 

Jo 1 nt pet it ion to 

a united meeting of all the sections to draw up 

the Convention. How the petition was to be 

Presented became a point of contention . A large number of those 

assembled argued that they should march en masse to Paris because the 

Convention would not be able to refuse the demand of thirty thousand 

Citizens for bread. But these citizens were outvoted by those who 

Preferred to send a pet it ion to the convent ion through elected 

deputies. A petition was then addressed to the Convention requesting 
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that immed ia te ai'd be sent to Saint -Germain . It was also requested 
that t h 

e pr ice of bread in Saint -Germain not exceed that in Paris. 1% 

There were also numerous reports of entraves in the first few 
months of 1795 

• Carts carrying grain were waylaid by desperate people, 
their co t 

n ents unloaded and distributed and a sum of money handed over 
to the 

carter. The largest such stoppage took place at 

Boissy-Saint -Leger (district of Corbeil) when grain weighing 1625 
7 • 
rvres was forcibly taken by a crowd who paid 270 livres for it. 1

" 

In the commune of Massliers (district of Gonesse), the entrave 
took 

a unique form. The rioters staked out the home of a rich 
cultivator 

, refusing to let people come in or go out until their 

demands for bread • th • h d 19 had been met. The first time is appene on 

florea1 (May 8) , f f M' h 1 M Angelique Portier, wi e o ice asson was 
surround d b . e Y sixty to eighty women who claimed that she had 6 set1ers 
cf gra . 

in in the local mills. They wanted to enter her home and search 
for br 

ead. Blows were exchanged before Portier was rescued by one of 
her 0 wn threshers. The next time that this happened on 24 f1orea1 (May 

146 

re . For the bread riot at Saint-Germain see extract from the 
Sa~ister of deliberations of the Conseil general of the commune of 
ad~~t ~Germain-en-Laye, session of 17 germinal a~ III; letter o~ th~ 
rninu nistration of the district to Charles Delacroix ~ate~ 18 germinal, 
9er !es of the meeting of the Directory of the distr_ic_t, dated 17 
2 L~ina1, and the two documents headed Hotifs and Pet1t1on, A.D.Y:, 
A.o y 49 • Evidence provided by numerous witnesses may be fou nd in 

• ·, 42 L 57\ 

the ~o From the report of the director of the Jury of the tribunal of 
bi district of Versailles dated 15 prairia1 an III, A.D.Y., 42 L 57 

s. ' 
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13 ), the municipa1ity was summoned. When the mayor to1d the women that 
their actions were i11ega1, they responded that "hunger does not have 

any 1aw" ("1a faim n'avait point de 1oi") and pointed at their mouths . 

The mayor went away but returned to the scene 1ater to intercede on 

beha1f of the rioters with Miche1 Masson. Masson so1d the women some 

bread and they dispersed peacefu11y. 148 

There was another stoppage of grain at Mass1iers on 21 f1orea1 

(June 9). A cart which was trave11ing by night and carrying 3.5 

set;ers of grain to a mi 11 at Pres 1es was stopped by some men and 

taken back to Massliers. There , the men were joined by women. The 

women in turn took the cart to the mayor's home and patient1y waited 

for sunrise . In the morning the municipa1ity was summoned. Despite the 

remonstrances of the municipa1 officers, the women distributed the 

grain among themse1ves. 1
~ On 26 f1orea1 (May 15), an attempt by women 

to stop a cart at Brie -Libre was foiled by the timely intervention of 

the armed forces. 150 

There were numerous incidents of entraves in the district of 

Mantes as well. On 19 nivose (January 8) grain destined for Mantes was 

st0PPed at Limay, one of its neighboring communes. Cu1tivators 

148 

From the register of deliberations of the commune of Massliers 
dated 19 floreal and 24 florea1, A.D.Y., 42 L 57 bis . 

149 

From the register of de1iberations of the Municipality of 
Mass1iers, dated 21 f1orea1, A.D.Y., 42 L 57 bis. 

. 

15

° Copy of the proces verba 7 of the citizen Arbo is, ma rec ha 7 des 
log1s, commanding the armed forces at Brie, A.D.Y., 42 L 57~. 
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b . . 
r rngrng gra in t o the marke t- p1ace of Mantes was a1so stopped at Rosny 

on 23 and 24 nivose (January 12 and 13) and their grain taken away. 

Many of these rio t ers were from the town of Mantes . Frustrated in 
t h

e ir at tempt s to buy grain in the market -p1ace , they had resorted to 
th

e entrave . There was a stir on 26 ventose (March 16) in the town of 

Man t es when some women stopped a cart of grain destined for Paris . The 

women contented t hemse1ves with seizing just a sack of grain . Their 

rest raint was tru1y astonishing for day after day the famished peop1e 

of Mantes had watched convoys of carts carrying grain to Paris with 

anguished eyes whi1e their town was pas sed over. If these convoys ever 
st opped at Mantes it was because the carters needed food. And this 

food had to be provided by the Muni c i pa 1 ity of Mantes! 151 

On 28 ventose (March 18) , some women seized a cart of grain 

between Fontenay 1a Pere and Limay. The cart contained 4 sacks of 

grain . The women took 2 sacks and paid 170 1;vres to the carter. Soon 

after , another cart containing 6 sacks of wheat and 1 of rye was 
st0PPed at the same spot. The women took 2 sacks of wheat for which 
they paid 135 l;vres . The same cart was stopped once again at Limay. 

But the carter was ab1e to inform the municipa1ity which, in turn, was 

ab1e to stop the women from taking grain. Both the carts, it turned 

out, were taking grain to Mantes. 152 In the month of germ i na 1, Mantes 

151 

Grave , "Les subsistances a Mantes de messidor an II a messidor 
an III , " 50 -51. See especia11y the 1etter written by the municipa1ity 
to the Committee of Pub1ic Safety on 27 ventose an III. 

152 
I b id . , 51 . 
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continued to suffer the consequences of grain destined for its 

marke t- p1ace being stopped by the citizens of the surrounding 

communes . 153 

Cone lus ions 

Thus between 1789 and 1795 a11 of the districts of the 

department of the Seine -et -Oise were affected by the food riots at one 

time or another. During these years buyers in the market -p1ace were 

concerned that the prices of foodgrains were too high and that 

merchants and laboureurs were not bringing enough grain to the 

market -p1ace. So the buyers took steps to redress their grievances. 

In the course of these riots the crowds set prices of grain and bread 

forcib7y in the market-p1ace. They a1so forced cu1tivators and 

merchants to bring grain to the 1oca1 markets by organizing visits to 

the surrounding farms. During these visits the rioters took note of 

the amount of grain that each cu1tivator had in storage and directed 

the cu7tivator to bring to the markets a portion of this grain. The 

rioters a1so prevented grain from 1eaving the area. They stopped grain 

trave 11 ing on the export routes and diverted it to the nearest 

market-p7ace. A1though they exbited varied features , the riots from 

1789 to 1792 were fundamenta11y market riots. They were attempts to 

restore the importance of the market -p1ace that had been dec1ining in 

the 1ate eighteenth century. 

153 Ibid., 53. 
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Dur ing the market riots , the rioters exhibited intense susp i cion 

of grain merchants and large cultivators; they sought to control the 

price s and amounts of grain in the marketplace and they also tried to 

s ecure the co -operation of the local authorities and the national 

guard . These trends began to emerge as early as 1789, became clearer 

in 1791 and took full form in 1792. The riots of 1792 were widespread 

affecting all the districts in the department. They were also 

remarkable for the extent of the involvement of the local 

administrations and the security forces which in some cases threatened 

to set the department of the Seine -et -Oise against the centra 1 

government. The year 1792 marked the high point of the market riots. 

The years 1793 and 1794 were on the whole quiet years. In 1795 

there was a change in the pattern of the riots . There was a shift in 

the location of the riots from the "public market-place" to the 

''private farms". The rioters gave up the struggle to bring grain to 

the market -place. Instead they organized raids on the private farms 

in the search for food. With the turning away from market riots there 

was a change in the level of organization as well. Riots became 

smaller in scope and participation and the rioters in most cases did 

not seek to involve the local administrations. 

These riots gave rise to a host of questions that will serve as 

themes for the following chapters. Why was the market-place declining? 

What should be the policy of the revolutionary authorities towards the 

commerce of foodstuff? How should the problems arising from these 
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policies be dealt with? How should grain be distributed within the 

department? Should export of grain from the department be allowed? 

What policies should be followed toward the cultivators? What kinds 

of safeguards should be provided for consumers in times of scarcity? 

Was a restructuring of the economy possible without a reorganization 

of the polity? What would be the role of the Revolution in all of 

this? In the following chapters we shall see how different periods 

Yielded different answers to the questions posed. 
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Introduction 

This 

governmenta l 

Chapter III 

Governmental Policy and Food riots: 1789-1796 

chapter analyzes the causal relationships between 

policy, in the 
Seine-et -a · . . 1se during the revolutionary years . Governmental policy 

grain supplies and food riots 

fluctuat d 
e sharply during this period as the authorities experimented 

With diff 
erent ways of assuring a steady supply of food to the people. 

Riots we b 
re , Y and large , responses on the part of the rioters to food 

Shortages Which they perceived to be the result of shortcomings in 
governm t 

en al policy. As politics changed so did the form and location 

of the riots. Between 1789 and 1796, the rioters shifted strategy 

several times as governmental policy affected the location and supply 
Of gr . 

a 1 n • Conversely, as shortages developed , governmenta 1 po 1 icy 
changed. 

In reacting to shortages, each in their own way , the 

government and rioters together altered the provisioning system in 

France, as is reflected in the decline of the market-place . 
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Conflicting Interests 

The first thing to note about governmenta7 food po1icy is that 
the 

government had to strugg7e to reconci1e the sharp1y differing 
interests of . 

various groups. First, the government had to ba1ance the 
interest 

s of the cities with those of the countryside and this was by 
no means an 

easy task. In the cities , the popu7ar perception of the 
cu 1t iv a tor 

s, and especia17y of the rich cultivators, was that of vi1e 
hoarders who had 

no qualms about starving townspeople if it helped 
them ear 

n more profits. From th is perspective , the best way to 
9Uarante 

ea stable food supply was to exercise close contro7 over the 
cultivat 

ors and over all those who dealt with them, from the big grain 

merchants to the sma 11 bl ad;ers 1 and bakers. The sentiments of 
ill-wn1 h· 

w ich the townspeop 7e bore toward the cu 1t ivators were 

co
rd

ially rec i·procated d d th k d by the latter, who regar e e wor ers an 
artisans of the towns as . unruly thugs, only too prone to start a riot 

so 
th

ey could forcibly set prices and pillage grain to their hearts' 
content. 

I 

trave blad;ers: small scale dealers wh~ owned their o~n ~arts _and 
they ~led f~om market to market. In addition to the traffic !n grams, 
from t~alt in all kinds of farm products and other merchandise. Apart 
opera e ~7 ad;ers there were the larger merchants or negod ants who 
lar ted in every city and bourg where there was a market. Often the 
Som9f~ merchants had blad;ers and smaller merchants working for them. 
latf ime~ they received commissions from the government to supply the 
counfr with a certain amount of grain which they would buy withjn the 
Or le ry . or abroad. On this subject, see Georges Lefebvre, Hudes 
sci an~i~es, 2 vols. (Paris: Centre national de la recherche 

entifique, 1962) 1:144. 
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Food riots no doubt pi t ted the population of the towns against 
t h

at of the countrys ide in a larger sense, but we should guard against 

ca r rying the divide too far. The population of the countryside was not 

a solid bloc . Differing interests led to divisions of opinion among 
th

e people in the count ryside. The poorest , the journal;ers or 

agr icul t ural day laborers , were as interested as the town workers in 

imposing controls over the commerce in grain. The journal7'ers figured 

Prominently among the food rioters. So did the village artisans. The 
Journal; . . 

ers and v1llage art1sans were dependant on the market for 
the · 

lr food purchases and wanted price controls and other regulatory 
devices • t · 1n 1mes of shortages. Sometimes even the smaller sections of 
the landhold1·ng l d.d t d peasantry joined in. The atter 1 no pro uce 

enough for their consumption and were often forced to buy from the 

markets when supplies ran out and prices were at their highest. So 
th

ey took part in riots in order to bring down prices. 2 The rich 

Peasantry such as the laboureurs and ferm;ers on the other ha nd , 

resented all controls which would take away from their profits and 
th· 1 

s resentment set them apart from the poorer sect ions of the 

Peasantry. 

The revolutionary government was often caught between protecting 
th

e interests of the townspeople and those of the inhabitants of the 

countryside . Like the old monarchy before it the revolutionary 

stud· 2 Th_e professions of the participants in the food riots will be 
led 1n detail in chapter V. 
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government 
wa s concerned to maintain order in the crowded towns and 

rea 1 ized • 
'as its predecessor had , that "social order was first of all 

a matter of ff . 
e ective provisioning policy. 113 Since the towns were the 

centers of p t . . 
a riotic and later on republican sentiments, it was vital 

for the r 1 . 
evo utionary government to protect their interests. In times 

of dearth th 
e poor in the countryside were often sacrificed by the 

loca 1 ad . . 
ministrations to protect the interests of the townspeople who 

were giv 
en preference in making purchases of bread and grain in a 

shrunke . 
n grain or bread market. So there always remained a gulf of 

distrust between the poor of the countryside and that of the towns, 

however common th • it· t l eir interests and grievances u ima e y were. 

But the government had no desire to sacrifice the interests of 
the l 

cu tivators, who were the backbone of the French economy. 
Moreover 

' most of the revolutionaries in the government were deeply 
imbued ·th . wi the economic liberalism which had been popularized by the 
Physiocr t as and was becoming entrenched in governing and intellectual 

Circles from the second half of the eighteenth century.4 This 

libera1· b 1· d 1sm was deeply unpopular with the ordinary people who e ieve 

3 s II h Hist . teven Kaplan, "The Paris Bread Riot of 1725, Frenc 
or,cal Studies 17 (1985); 24. 

g 
4 

For the growing popularity of Physiocratic doctrines in 
pi~~r~mental circles under the anden regime see Steven Kaplan, Bread, 
Ha 1t1cs and Political Economy in the Reign of Louis X, 2 vols. (The 
dog~~: Martinus Nijhoff, 1976), 97 -163. For the influence o~ these 
Vie cl~es on members of the National Assembly, see Albert Mathiez, La 
(Pa _here et le mouvement social sous la Terreur, 2d. ed. 2 vols. 

ris; Payot, 1973), 1;7-25. 
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that the removaJ f 
. 

0 the o1d controls on commerce wou7d injure their 
lnterests Th . 

• e nots of 1791 - 1792 were to bear witness to this 
unpopuJarity. From 

1793 however, under the pressure of circumstances 
Of Wh . 

lch the most important was the European War, many members of the 
revoJut. 

lonary government abandoned their theoretical proclivities and 
supported th . 

e adopt1on of a po7icy of strict controls. These changes 
in 9 overnmenta7 po11·cy affected the economy, which in turn brought 

about 
a change in the nature of the food riots. 

RevoJutionary policy was made in Paris and the interests of the 
Par· · 

lSlan popuJation were of prime importance to the authorities, 
technica 11 

Yon a par with those of the French army. The determination 
of the 

revoJutionary government to provide the peop1e of Paris with 

a 
st

eady supp 1y of affordab Je food 5 often proved cost 1y to the 
departments wh1"ch 6 

were responsible for the provisioning of Paris. 

5 

other FThe Primary item in the diet of the peop1e of Paris, as of most 
Was br rench peop7e Jiving in the cities in the eighteenth century, 
Wheat etd . Except in times of great scarcity, this bread was made of 
of Wh • t O above a 11 the townspeop 1e sought to protect their su~p 1 ies 
;n t/a6• S~e Steven Kap1an, Provisfoning Paris: Herchants and M1 llers 
Cornef1 ra~n and Flour Trade During the Eighteenth Century (Ithaca: 

Un1versity Press, 1984), 41-48. 
6 

the E Norma11y, Paris drew its grain supp1y from the departments of 
the s~~e, the Eure-et-Loir, the Seine-et-Oise, the Aisne, the Oise and 
cast 1ne-e~-Marne, although in times of scarcity, the net wou7d be 
Clear1ven Wider. After May 1793, the Parisian zone of provisions was 
Seine-y sp_ecified. It included the departments of the Oise, _the 
and O/t-o1_se , the Seine-et-Marne, the districts of Cha_rtres, Janv111e 
Chate eux }n the department of the Eure-et-Loir,_So1ssons , Chauny, 
AndeJ au-T_h1erry and Laon in the department of the A1sne and Evreux and 
Comm;:s. 1n the department of the Eure. _See Pierre Caron, ed., 

s 7on des Subsistances de l'an II (Par1s: E. Leroux, 1924), 7. 
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ring the Revolu ti on the department of the Seine-et -Oise suffered Du • 

greatly from t he i nces sant demands made upon it by Paris. After the 

ou t break of the war , when the burden of requisitions on the department 

became unbearable , the Parisian authorities became extremely unpopular 

With the • riot ers in the Seine-et-Oise . Paris, in turn , heavily 

dependant on the Seine -et -Oise for food and resentful of the 

resi stance of t he Seine -et -Oise to its demands, looked upon this 

department as the most egotistical of al l the departments and as the 

mo st ill disposed towards Paris .
1 

The conflict of interests between Paris and the Seine-et -Oise 

led t 0 differences of opinion between Parisian and departmental 

au th0rit ies over how a policy should be implemented or if it should 

be implemented l "k th at all. The departmental authorities, 1 e e 

revo lut • • t 1onar1es in Paris, bent under the pressure of circums ances. 

They h were protective of and loyal to the interests of the people t ey 

represented . They also had a sound sense of where their well-being 

lay Th· ft 11 · is was the most true of the municipal officers who, a er a ' 

came face to face with the rioters. Not many municipal officers were, 

like s · t 1 • ,moneau, ready to give up their lives to implemen a po ,cy 

Which d • • t red was so intensely unpopular with the people they a minis e • 

Not only was the department of the Seine-et-Oise at loggerheads 

With Paris, but the nine districts within the department were often 

Pont '. Richard Cobb "L, armee revo lut ionna ire dans le di str~ct 1! 
Reva~' se; bruma ire}germina l an JI'" Anna 1 es hi storiques e 

ut 7on fran~aise 193 (September 1950): 19
5

, 
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locked in a f . 1erce compe tition for food. 8 Sometimes , so were the 

communes With in a particular 

from leav • 
district. When rioters prevented grain 

1ng a commune or di strict officials supported loca 1 
comp laints that 

requisitions in favor of a local commune were 
depriving th . 

e1r own of much needed grain , they underlined the local ism 
and Prov. . 1 . 1nc 1a 1sm of eighteenth -century France. Each unit in the grid 
t h

at made up the administrative network had its own interests to 

Protect . Th1·s meant 1 1 1 1 that departmental , district or oca eve 
adm · • 1

n1strations did not faithfully implement polic ies made at the 
center d 

an often ignored or adapted such policies to suit their own 
interest Th . . 

s. 1s 1s clearly revealed in the debate between freedom of 
commerc 

e and regulation which predated the revolutionary period and 
Wh • 1 ch a 1 so 1 ay b 1 d • th at the heart of the subsistence pro em ur1ng e 
Period d un er survey. 

The Debate: 

Regulat • 10n of the grain trade versus freedom of coanerce 

The problem of subsistence in eighteenth-century France was 
essent. 1 d la ly a problem of distribution . Richard Cobb has conrnente: 

Le probleme des subsistances vers la fin de XVIIIe siecle et 

Pendant la Revolution se pose sur la plan de la distribution, 

8 

Mant The nine districts were Corbeil,_ Dourdan, Etampes, Gonesse, 
es, Montfort, Pontoise, Saint -Germa1n-en-Laye and Versailles . 
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de la circulat1·on, c ' est a' dire des transports, p1ut6t que sur 
celui de la production . 9 

The Problem of subsistence towards the end of the eighteenth 

century and during the Revolution lies at the 1eve1 of 

di st ribut1·on f • l t· th t • t ft t , o c1rcu a 10n, a 1s o say , o ranspor s, 

ra ther than that of production. 

In this chapter, I wil1 use the concept of distribution to refer 
to the ent. 

ire process by means of which food, specifically grains , was 
transferred from the producers to the consumers. Under the ancien 
re • 9

ime, the belief of the people , a belief fu11y shared by governing 
Circ1 

es, was that the more closely the whole system of distribution 

Was regulated, the more effective it wou1d be in ensuring that the 
consume 

r s were guaranteed a steady supply of food. Steven Kaplan, who 
has stud · • . . 

ied 1n detail the provisioning system 1n o1d reg1me France, 
has wr·t 1 ten about the social belief that it was the responsibi1ity of 
the 

government and more specifically of the king to safeguard the 
subsist 

ence of the people. The idea of "king as father to his people," 
that • 

is, the paternalist image of the king in old regime France, was 

closely bound up with the king/government's commitment to safeguard 

qu ~Richard Cobb "Le ravita i l1ement des vi 11es sous la Terreur. la 
la e;;;~~ ~es arriv~ges: septembre 1793-germinal an II," Bulletin de 

7ete d'histoire moderne (June 1954): B. 
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t he subsistence of the people. 10 Since the prevailing belief was that 

only close control s would safeguard the efficiency of the food 

d istribution system, an immense number of regulations controlled the 

commerce in grain . 

Grain could only be bought and sold in the market -place. On 

market day, the se l lers would bring the grain to market, and, at the 

designated hour, they would open the sacks of grain for pub 1 ic 

viewing. They were expressly prohibited from selling the grain on the 

way to the market or in the inns. The first hour or two was reserved 

for the inhabitants of the town and of the surrounding countryside to 

make their purchases. Next, the bakers were allowed in and finally the 

merchants came in to make their purchases. If any grain remained in 

the market-place it could not be taken back but had to be stored in 

public warehouses until the next market day. If there was not enough 

grain in the market , the authorities would call upon the cultivators 

to bring more grain to market or would even requisition grain. 

Similarly when prices were too high, they would exert pressure upon 

the sellers to moderate their claims. The prices of grain were 

recorded in the municipal registers and the price of bread was fixed 

to conform to the price of grain. In Dourdan, for example, the price 

of an eight-pound loaf of bread was increased by a sou every time the 

~ Kaplan, Bread, Politics, 1:5-8. 
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price of a setier of good quality grain was increased by a livre. 11 

In addition, the activities of the baker, the miller and the merchants 

were always kept under close surveillance. Merchants of grain had to 

register their names with the local authorities. Any societies they 

formed had to be similarly registered. In the region around Paris, 

even the amount of grain they bought was controlled. Nevertheless, 

the se regulations were not strictly enforced in times of abundance. 

It was only in times of scarcity, when prices soared and people began 

to grumble that authorities had recourse to the rule books. 12 

In the second half of the eighteenth century, there was an 

increasing trend in favor of freedom of commerce. This was largely due 

to the growing influence of the Physiocrats. Physiocratic teachings 

emphasized the place of agriculture in the French economy and claimed 

that the best way to improve the state of agriculture was to guarantee 

greater profits to the cultivator. This could only be done by 

according greater liberty to the commerce in grain. Through a series 

of edicts passed in 1763, 1764 and 1765, the government swept away 

many of the old regulations and instituted a new economic regime 

marked by freedom in the grain trade - - freedom of circulation of 

11 
Emile Auvray, "L'administration municipale de Dourdan 

{Seine-et-Oise) et les boulangers {1788 a l'an IV)," Commission de 
recherche et de publication des documents relatifs a la vie economique 
de la Revolution: Assemblee generale de la commission centrale et des 
comites departmentaux, 2 vols. {Paris: Tepac, 1945), 2:123. 

12 
For details of these regulations, see Kaplan, Bread, Politics, 

1:52-96. 
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grain by land and sea without any kind of controls, freedom to export 

grain and most of all to sell from the cultivators' homes, thereby 

destroying the monopoly of the market in the commerce of grain. 13 

Contr6leur general Laverdy, succinctly summed up the motives behind 

this new policy. He wrote: 

L'objet principal de l ' edit de 1765 est de se procurer par la 

liberte de commerce une e·levation dans les prix, encourager par 

consequent les cult i vateurs, et mettre les proprieta ires a 
portee d'acquitter mains difficilement les impositions que les 

circonstances ant rendues considerables. 14 

The principal object of the edict of 1765 is to procure by 

freedom of commerce a rise in prices, consequently to encourage 

the cultivators and to enable the proprietors to pay with less 

difficulty the taxes which circumstances have rendered 

considerable. 

13 

Kaplan, Bread, PoliUcs, 1:141-163. 
14 

Quoted in Leon Cahen, "Le pacte de famine et les speculations 
sur les bles," Revue Historique 152 (1926): 42. Steven Kaplan has an 
excellent discussion of the motives which prompted the government to 
liberalize the grain trade in France. He emphasizes not only the 
functional, but also the intellectual and philosophical arguments that 
were advanced by the proponents of free trade. These arguments finally 
persuaded the king and his officers to withdraw the old regulations 
and free the grain trade in France. See Kaplan, Bread, Politics, 
1:97-163. 
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These edi t . . 
cs were accompan1ed by a steady r1se in the prices of 

9ra in wh . h 
lc opponents of fr eedom of commerce b1amed on the new 1ibera1 

economic r . 
egime. There were waves of protests in the provinces , 

Protest s wh . h 
lC were often championed by the par1ements. 15 In the 

Pre -revolutionary 
era , the implementation of the edicts remained 

errat • 
lc ' for they 

more in t h 
were suspended in times of scarcity . But more and 

e Years before the Revo 1ution , officia1s like Ca1onne and 
Necker used 

the old regulations simply as a means of combating · 
scarcity . In 

times of food shortages , price rise and popu1ar unrest, 
some of th 

ese regulations were brought back. At other times they were 
allowed to fa 11 into disuse. 16 

In 1787 , two years before the Revo1ution, Brienne, a firm 
believer . 1n the liberty of commerce, abo1ished a11 regu1ations, even 
allowing 1. 1berty of exportation. The fo11owing year, however , in the 

Wake of the bad harvest , d R • h "b ·t d of 1788, the Conse;l d'Etat u 01 pro 1 1 e 
an 

exportation of grains and flour from the country beginning 

September 7, 1788. On November 23, 1788, buying or se11ing of grain 

outside the market was f h k prohibited. 17 A further ordinance o t e ing 

JS F 
des c - ,or an account of these protests , see G. Afnas'ev , Le Commerce 
l<apJa~re;les en France au XVI/le 5 ;ecle (Paris: 1894) , 162 -167. Also 

' read, Pol;t;cs, 1:164-214. 
16 

Pol;t; Lefebvre, Etudes Orleana;ses, 1:247-248; Also Kap1an, Bread, 
cs, l:164ff. 

17 

grain The complete text of a11 decrees re1ating to the commerce of 
exce t. betwe_en 1788 and the year V, are to pe, found. (with ~ome 
recu~- 10ns) 1n Pierre Caron, Le commerce des cerea?es! 1nsfr~ct1~n, 17 des textes et notes , in the series Comm1ss1on d h1sto1re 
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issued on A ·1 pri 23, 1789, reinforced these previous restrictions and 

gave the royal commi·ssi·oners and magistrates of po 1 ice in the 
Provinces th e right to requisition grain for the market wherever 
freedom f 0 commerce was not enough to ensure the subsistence of the 

People . But the government was careful to portray this royal ordinance 
as an . 

except iona 1 measure which had to be taken because of the 
alarm· 

ing food situation in the kingdom. The king ' s subjects were 

assured that these restrictions would cease to exist as soon as the 
food situation improved. 

le Roi ne se porte qu 'a regret a prescr ire des mesures qui 

Peuvent gener en quelque chose la parfaite 1iberte dont chaque 

Proprietaire d'une denree doit nature11ement jouir, mais ces 

mesures dictees par des circonstances particulieres, cesseront 

a 1' • 1s epoque de la recolte prochaine . 

The king commits himself only with regret to prescribe these 

measures which must hamper in some ways the perfect liberty 

Which every proprietor of food naturally ought to enjoy, but 

econo • • • N t • 1 1907 m1que et socja/e de la Revolution (Paris: Imp~imeri~ a iona e, 
thi ), 104-320 . References to a11 decrees during this period are from 
131 ~

1
~~lume. For the decrees of September 7 and November 23, 1788, see 

18 7 • t 
7, "~rret du Conseil d' Etat du Roi, c~ncernant es grams e 

d approv1sionne t d h ' ,, Du 23 avnl 1789. Caron, Commerce es ce· . men es mare es. 
reales, 134. 
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t hese measures dictated by particula r circumstances wi ll cease 

at t he ti me of the next harvest. 

It is clear from this procl amation t hat by Apr i l 1789 , freedom 

of commerce, wh ich gave culti vators and ot her gra in owners the right 

to engage in the gra in t rade free of governmental interference , was 

looked upon in govern ing ci rcl es as the natural order of things . The 

natural order had t o be t emporarily di srupted because of the 

ext raord inary circums t ances of 1789 , but t he decree tried to safeguard 

the free ci rcu lation of foodgrain s. Art icle three prohibited the 

king' s subjects f rom placi ng any constra ints on the free circulation 

of gra ins f rom distri ct to di strict and province to province. Article 

four prohibited any gathering or di sorder in the market -place or along 

the trade rou t es wh ich could make the fermjers , proprjetors of grain 

and merchants fearful . Therefore, this decree, on the one hand, sought 

to assure t he consumers that the king would fulfill his traditional 

role of safeguarding the subsistence of the people, and , on the other, 

sought to reassure merchants and cultivators that these restrictions 

were purely temporary and that freedom of commerce would soon be 

restored . What is most notable , is that even while the government was 

proclaiming freedom of commerce to be the natural order of things, it 

was falling back on the traditional practice of imposing restrictions 

on commerce in times of scarcity. 
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The Revo1ution did not end the government's commitment to the 
th

eory of free trade. On the contrary , it reaffirmed this princip1e 

by the decree f o August 29 , 

imposed by the roya1 ordinance 

1789 , which 1ifted the restrictions 

of Apri1 1789 and deregu1ated the sale 

a
nd 

circulation of grain and f1our in France. But the exportation of 

grain from France remained prov i sor i7y banned. 19 

In the debate on the freedom of commerce which fo71owed in 

September 1789 in the Constituent Assembly meeting in Versai11es, the 
st

rongest brief in favor of freedom of commerce was put forward by 

M • de Beauvais, the former 8 i shop of Senez and member of the 

Constituent Assemb1y. His speech to the Assemb1y, made on September 
15

, 
1789, outlined c1ear1y the theoretica1 position behind the freedom 

of commerce. 
20 

Beauvais attacked the prohibit ion on the export of 

grain. He pointed out that since prices of grain were higher in France 
th

an e1sewhere in Europe, there was 1itt1e chance of large amounts of 

grain being exported from France. But exports could be advantageous1y 

made in years of great abundance, when, without them, prices would 

fa 11 to very 1ow 1eve1s and the cultivators would be ruined . There was 

no doubt that in future years when harvests were again abundant, it 

19 

"Decret sur la Ubre c;rculaUon des gra;ns." Du 29 aoOt 1789. 
Caron, Commerce des cereales, 135. 

20 

M. de Beauvais' speech to the National Assembly on 
September 15, 1789, reproduced in ArcMves parlementa;res de 1187 a 
1860; recuen complet des debats leg;slaUfs et poUUques des 
c~amb~e~ franra;ses (prem;ere ser;e, 1787-99), 92 vols. (Pari~: 
L1bra1ne administrative de P. Dupont, 1862-1980), 8:645-651. Th1s 
speech is reproduced in vo1. 10 but is attributed to M. de Bois1andry. 
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would be necessary to authorize exports. Beauvais's view was that a 

multiplicity of decrees dictated by p7ace and circumstances had been 

a drawback of despotic government and shou1d not become a mark of 

revo 1ut ionary government as we 17. 21 

Beauvais supported complete Jiberty in the commerce of grain in 
th

e interior of the kingdom. He criticized the Jaws of November 1788 

and ApriJ 1789 as injurious to the Jiberty of the cultivators and as 

an attack on their property rights. If the cultivators stayed away 

from the markets, it was because they were mistreated there, the 

Prices of their grains forcibly fixed and their grain sometimes 

piJJaged. Laws which forced the cu1tivators to bring grain to market 

destroyed the fraternity between towns and vi11ages. If cultivators 

were given the freedom to se11 at their farms it wouJd make grain 

cheaper by eliminating costs of transport. Besides markets, which 

gathered together Jarge numbers of peopJe in the same p1ace with the 

same interests, were dangerous p1aces. u 

Beauvais ca11ed upon the government to stop interfering in the 

system of food supply. The extraordinary measures taken by the 

government in 1788 and 1789 such as the awarding of subsidies to 

private companies and individuals to encourage them t o import wheat, 

injunctions on farmers that forced them to bring grain to market, and 

governmental buying of grain in foreign markets had spread panic in 

21 

Archives parlementaires, 1st ser., 8:645. 

"Ibid., 646-648. 
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the k • 
ingdom because it strenghtened the consumers' fears that there 

Was a da 
ngerous shortage of food in the kingdom. PeopJe were then in 

the Proces f . . . 
s O breaking their chains and pushing away the yoke of 

despotism Th f' 
• e irst use that they made of their Jiberty was to guard 

th • 
eir food supplies which in turn increased scarcity . In the towns, 

People, alarmed by h k h t e rise in prices began to attac mere ants, 
millers and bakers f , thereby comp Jete ly disrupting the commerce o 
gr . 

aln. It was left to the government to take over the organization of 

food supply at tremendous cost to itseJf and to the French economy. 23 

Beauvais suggested that instead of activeJy interfering in the 

grain trade, th h th e government should assure the peopJe tat ere was 

enough grain in France to suffice for the needs of everyone. In 

addition to calming the unease of the peopJe, the government should 

take steps to protect the grain merchants, mi 1 Jers and bakers· 
Commerc · e 1n grain was beneficiaJ because it saved the cultivators the 

trouble of having to take grain to market. It was also usefuJ to the 

Peop 1 e I t f 11 • • n years of abundance, this commerce helped preven a a in 

Prices by fostering competition between merchants and buyers· In years 

of scarcity, it offered the consumers stores of grain whose upkeep 

cost the government nothing. The greater the number of agents 

involved, the greater the competition, the greater the supply and the 

lower the price of grain.~ 

-------------
ZJ 

Ibid., 648. 
24 Ib id., 649. 
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To promote compet it ion, Beauvais suggested abo7 ishing the 
Privi 1e 

ges of master bakers and opening the trade to a 11. The 
government shou1d a1so 

stop the municipa7ities from price fixing or 
interferi . 

ng with the circulation of grain and flour . Humanity no doubt 
demanded that the 

poor be he1ped in bad years. In those years, the 
municipal ·t . 

i ies, instead of artlficia11y 7owering bread prices and 

Providing monetary incentives to bakers shou7d estab7ish centers of 

charity Where the poor would get monetary aid. Since grain inevitab7y 
flowed t 

awards the area where prices were high, the scarcity would be 
of short duration ." 

Beauvais's speech was a mode7 of the la;sser-fa;re capita7ism 

Which had been promoted wi· th l . ht th enthusiasm since the ate eig een 

century . The basic argument advanced by the proponents of this model 

Was that the price of grain shou1d be determined on1y by supp1y and 

dema nd and not by governmental interference in the economy. This was 

also the argument of Beauvais who maintained that a free market wou 7d 

Protect the interests of both the producers and the consumers· It 

Would restore the confidence of the producers. They would be assured 
th

at their rights of property would not be infringed upon by the 

governm t • th h 1d b • en dictating to them the amounts of grain ey sou ring 

to market and the prices for which they should sell this grain. It 

Wou 1d a 1 so free them from the task of having to arrange for the 

transport and sale of grain for these duties wou7d be taken over by 

ZS • 

Ibid., 650-651. 
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t he gra in merchant s.u It wa s a lso t he opinion of Beauvais that the 

con sumers wou ld benefit f rom free trade , especially in times of 

scarc i t y . Thi s wa s becau se grain invar iably flowed to areas of dearth 

because of t he high pr ices prevalent there . Moreover, dearth and high 

pr i ce s f orced consumers to ration their intake of food, prevent ing 

fur t her shortage i n the long r un. u Modern historians have challenged 

many of t he assumpt ions underlying the free trade model,~ but in 1789 

the idea of a free market found favor with the majority in the 

Const i tuent Assembly since on September 18, 1789, the government 

reaff irmed the decree of August 29 , 1789. Soon after, on October 5, 

1789 , t he Assembly warned that the decrees were being opposed by 

individual s as well as by munic ipalities and ordered the latter to 

execute the laws. ~ 

Deregulation and the department of the Seine-et -Oise 

This question of the liberalization of the grain trade lay at 

the root of the conflict between the centra 1 government and the 

authorities of the Seine-et-Oise. In the years after 1789 and 

u Ibid., 647, 649. 
21 Ibid . , 649. 

ze E . • P. Thompson, "The Moral Economy of the English Crowd in the 
E~ghteenth Century," Past and Present no. 50 (1971): 89 -94; see also 
his Customs in Common (London: Merlin Press, c.1991), 283-285. 

29 IID , t 
11 

_ ecre sur la circulation des grains . 11 Du 18 septembre 1789. 
and Decret sur la libre circulation des grains." Du 5 octobre 1789. 
Caron , Commerce des cereales, 135-137 . 
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particularly after 1791 , departmental authorities became increasingly 

vocal in support of a policy of regulation, and critical of the policy 

of liberal ization of the commerce of food grains that was being 

endorsed so enthusiastically by the National Assembly. Some of the 

resistance to liberalization may have been an ideological carryover 

from the ancien regime. After all, the officials who actually had to 

deal with food crises had been trained to believe that the more 

efficient the system of controls, the better and quicker the 

resolution of the problem. But in the course of the years 1789- 1795, 

many departmental officials came to think, for reasons that will be 

studied in this chapter, that liberalization of commerce was actually 

injuring the interests of the Seine-et -Oise. So they began to turn 

against the economic innovations of the new regime. 

In the summer of 1789, when the department of the Seine-et-Oise 

faced a food shortage which was a direct result of the bad harvest of 

1788, departmental officials fell back on the old system of aggressive 

intervention in the food distribution system. Despite the speeches of 

Beauvais in the National Assembly, many departmental officials clearly 

did not believe that the crisis would resolve itself on its own. 

Several large towns in the Seine-et-Oise took severe measures to deal 

with the subsistence crises. 

In Versailles, the Comite permanent de la municipalite de 

Versailles, set up in July, was initially hesitant to intervene in the 

problem of provisioning the city. But in view of the disaster that 
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thre t a ened the 
larg city, it very soon did invol ve itself and to a very 

e extent Jo S . 
• 

7nce the stopping of convoys carrying grain to Paris 
and Versa i 17es 

had become a regular feature in the spring and summer 
the mun. . 1. 

Of 1789 , 
1c 1Pa 1ty asked for and obtained armed guards to 

escort th 
e convoys. The arrival of regular troops to help the 

bourg . 
eo1s national 

guard in their task of protecting the convoys 
caused grave d • . 
1 

7squ 7et among some people who regarded it as part of a 
P ot hatched b 
t h Y the court to surround Versailles with troops. The news 

at a regiment f 
0 the Flanders infantry wou1d arrive in Versailles 

on Set Pember 23 A , caused reverberations throughout the city, in the 
ssemb1y and 

Versailles 

their 

in Paris. Despite the explanation of the Municipa1ity of 
that the troops had arrived to help the national guard in 

fatiguing task of providing escorts for the food convoys, the 
Pub l • 1c emot • 

National 
70n was summed up by Mai77ard in his speech before the 

Assembly on October 5: 

Ces -1 see era ts cro ient que vous avez 

Pourquoi i7 faut venir des troupes pour 

trop de vivres; c'est 

1es consommer bien vite 

JO 

the dis[~~ best source of information on questions of subsist~nce in 
A. Def . ict of Versai71es is the co11ection of documents comp11ed by 
subsfs?sne and F. fvrard, ent it 1ed, Departement de Sefoe-_et-~i se. L:s 
Co11ect ~nces dans le district de Versailles de 1788 a. l An V rn 
Rev0 7 t ~on de documents inedits sur l'histoire econom1que de la 
1921-fg;r;. Fran~aise, 2 vo1s. (Rennes: Imprimerie Oberthur , 
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et pou r vou s j ugu 1er ensui t e et vous dormez ! Quand aurons nous 

du pa in. 31 

These scoundre1s be 7ieve tha t you have t oo much food . That is 

why t hey make t he t roops come here t o consume it qu ick7y and to 

suppress you, and you s1eep! When wi11 we have bread . [?] 

The ot her measures taken by t he municipa7ity proved to be more 

popu7ar . Ba kers were asked t o prov ide for the ir own supp7ies of grain 

and were gi ven an i ndemn ity t o compensate for the difference between 
t he pr ice of gra in and t he price of bread.n A strict survei77ance was 

exerc ised on t he bakers t o ensure that the qua7ity of bread remained 
good . 33 

b M 
31 

Ib id• 1: 31 - 41. See espec ia 11y the various ins~r~ct ions ~iven f · de La Tour du Pin Minister of War, to the mun1c1pa1 off1cers 
o rersa _i11es and to th~ commanders of various regiments. Also the 
~xp _a~at1?n provided by the Municipa7ity of Versai77es to the 
,.,U~1

1c1
1Pa1 1ty of Paris on September 23. For the comp1ete text of 

aJ ard ' s speech see 39-40 . 

• • 

32

• Because the bread market was contra 11ed the bakers suffered 
f~gn 1f 1cant losses in times of rising grain prices. This was because 

ey had to buy grain at free market prices but se 11 bread at 
~ontr?lled prices. This naturally meant decreasing profits and 
_omet 1mes even losses for the bakers . Under such circumstances, the 

;~pu1se of the bakers ' was to stop baking bread. The municipa7ity on 
b e other hand sought to persuade the bakers to continue to se 11 
fread. One method was to give them money in order to compensate them 
or the losses they suffered. 

33 

Defresne and Evrard, Les subs;stances, 1: 100 - 102 . 
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Ver • 1 
sa 

1 
les al so benef itted from the extraordinary measures 

taken b 
Y t he Munic ipa1 1·ty of Par is to provision itself , including a 

census of 
all grains within fifteen lieuex of Paris and requisitions 

on f 
armers t o br 1·ng gra1·n to market. 34 Versai77es , in its turn , 

exhorted f 
armers and cultivators to bring grain to the markets. When 

thi s did 
not suff ice, agents were sent out to buy grain not only from 

around Versa i 1 les 
, but also from the Soissonais , Picardy and the 

region 
around Chartres . These expeditions were not un iform7y 

successfu 1. In 
December, the countrypeop le in the vi 11ages around 

So issonais 
ref used to let their grain leave for Versailles. ~ 

The struggle to secure grain also led to bitter exchanges 
between V 
p ersailles and Paris. The Municipality of Versailles accused 
aris of d . . . 

epr1v1ng the city of much needed gra1n. The Municipality of 
Versa i l J 

es charged that on October 5 and 6, the national guard of 
Paris ha . . 
b d appropriated for its own city, 1500 setiers of gra1n, either 
Y divert . 

lng convoys destined for Versailles, or by helping itself to 
the g . 

ra1n Which had been stored in the granaries of Versailles until 
it couJd be h 

converted into flour. The municipality pointed out tat 
Par· ls could not continue to provision itself exclusively from its 
surround· ·t· 

lng areas without seriously inconveniencing the commun 1 1es 

34 
Ib·d l . , 

35 
Ib ·d l . , 

47-48. 

103-108. 
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and towns 1ocated there. 36 Versai11es a1so repeated1y asked Paris for 

he1p in the form of supp1ies of grain and f1our during 1789. This he1p 

was on1y fitfu11y forthcoming and this, need1ess to say, did not 

improve re1ations between the two cities. 37 This bitterness wou1d 

grow into fu11 f1edged riva1ry when Versai11es became capita1 of the 

new department of the Seine-et -Oise in 1790, and Paris became the seat 

of the nationa1 government . 

Ear1y in 1790, the Municipa1ity of Versai11es continued to take 

specia1 measures to provision the city. In the wake of the bread riots 

in Versai11es in January, it introduced a new series of extraordinary 

measures. From January 9, 1790, the bakers were asked to bake just one 

type of bread, the bis blanc. This bread weighed twe1ve pounds and its 

price was set at 30 sols. Steps were taken to prevent peop1e 1iving 

in the convnunes around Versai11es from taking 1arge quantities of 

bread out of the town. The amount of bread that each individua1 cou1d 

take out of the city was 1 imited to twe 1ve pounds. 38 The situation 

appears to have stabi1ized in February, and by the summer of 1790 

36 Ibid., 173-174. See especia11y the 1etter writte~ ~n O~tober 
10, 1789, by the Municipa1ity of Versai1les to the Mun1c1pa1lty of 
Paris. 

37 Ibid., 69-71. 

38 Ordinarily three types of bread were ba~e~ i~ the city, the 
pain blanc, the bis blanc, and bis. The mun1c1pa11ty decreed on 
January 9, 1790, that henceforth on1y one type of bread was to be 
baked in the city. Ibid., 110-111. 
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there was • 'bl . a v1s1 e improvement, as municipal measures to provision 
the ·t ci Y decreased noticeably. 

The town of Dourdan, with its population of three thousand, also 
had to t k . a e extraordinary measures to protect its food supply in 1789. 

Located adjacent to the Beauce, in normal years the city had no 

trouble provisioning itself. But in the summer of 1789, agents had to 

be sent out to the surrounding countryside to persuade the cultivators 
to fur • h nis the market. The amount of grain that each family could buy 

from the market was restricted and bakers were instructed to sell just 

two kinds of bread. The situation improved in October after the 

harvest came in, and the restrictions were relaxed. 39 

Much worse was the situation in Mantes . ~ Unlike Dourdan, Mantes 

Was located in a region of poor sandy soils on the left bank of the 
Se · 

ine. In July and August, the municipality, struggling to provide for 

its own inhabitants, was inundated by requests for help from 
ne· h 19 boring towns d D 

,1 
like Oammartin, Houdan, Neauphle an reux. 

Mantes, in its turn, appealed to Paris for help. The relations between 

Par1· f th sand Mantes were particularly sensitive. Mantes was one o e 

122 _ 1;
3

. Emile Auvray, "L 'administration mun ic ipa le de Dourdan," 

'
0 

Most of the foltowing information on Mantes is from Eugene 
Grave, "Le service des subsistances i Mantes: d'apres les registres 
des deliberations Juillet et Aot1t 1789," Recherche et pubUcaUon des 
d~cuments relatifs a l a vie economique de la Revolution. Comite 
departemental de Seine-et-Oise 1 (1907): 53-71. 

'
1 lb· 1d . , 57-58. 
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principal t t s ops on one of t he mo st important supply routes to Paris , 

' e lower Seine . Convoys of carts and barges, carrying gra in, hat is th 

re -pro • vi s ioned or rested in the city on their way to Paris . It was 

re spons1b1l1ties of the authorities of Mantes to ensure Part of the . • • 

This task was not always easy to fulfill. their s f a e passage . 
i s not difficult to imagine the feelings of the inhabitants It • 

of Mantes who had t o watch 
eS

t 
mat 1 on , wh i 1 e they themse 1 ves waited desperately for 

loads of grain pass by their citY to 

another d . . 

surprisingly, the people sometimes rebelled and waylaid the food . Not 

' to 
th

e great anger of the authorities in Paris. On August 10, grain 

Mantes rec · • eived a placard" from the National Assembly, relating to 

iolence being done to the convoys carrying grain to Paris." It the v · 

appears fro . m the registers 

lts best to protect the grain passing through the city. For its good 

of deliberations that the municipality did 

off ices . • ' it was sometimes rewarded with a portion of the grain. Thus 

on July 26 • • • 'Creste, agent of the commission of subsistence in Paris, 

autho • rized that 
150 sacks of grain, each weighing two hundred pounds, 

· • • of 
from the barge named Victo/re, for the provisioning be d. ischarged 

and another 50 for that of Houdan." But more often than not, Mantes 
' 

42 _______ _ 

break in These Placards' which warned the loca 1 populations against 
and Vilgl the laws were intended to be put up on the walls of cities 

ages. 
43 

Grave 
' 

44 lb 'd l • ' 

· 1789 "68 
"le service des subsistances a Mantes , ' • 

61. 
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them . 
un1cipa 1 ·t 

the 1 Y had to content 
convoys 

Without reward . 
it se 1f with providing safe passage for 

The arriva 1 . 
Sw· 1n Mantes on July 26 and 27, of a regiment of the 

lss 9Uards 
added . as weJl as a detachment of the vo1unteers of the Bazoche 

lnsu 1t to . . 
were lnJury • The c 1a im of these troops, that they a 1one 

responsib7 
rese t e for providing escorts for the convoys was much 

n ed b 
Y the author ·t. dis 1 

1 1es in Mantes. Not on1y was the lack of faith 
P ayed b 

f Y Paris insult. t h eed· mg o t eir honor, but the lodging and 
lng Of 

tJ 7t . troops P 1aced 
1mate1y 

a great burden on Mantes. The troops were 

Mantes b removed , but the per1·od1·c f th M • • 1 ·t f censure o e un1c1pa 1 yo 
Y the th 

Par. au 0 rit ies in Paris, became a constant feature in 
ls-Mantes 

re lat ions. •s 

UnabJe 
to h to rely on Paris for much in the way of help, Mantes had 

ave 
recourse t 

StJbsist O other measures. The municipa1 council named a 
ence comm. 

comm. lttee on Ju 1y 18 to deal with the prob 7em. The 1ttee . 
v1rtua 11y t su ook over the task of provisioning the city. It 

Pervised 
dist . the stores of grain in the pub 1 ic warehouses and 

r1buted . 
of f 9ra 10 to the millers, keeping strict account of the amount 

lour g . 1 Ven ba k b 'b d t the c Y the millers. The flour was then distr1 ute o 
bakers a 

of f ' nd the amount of bread baked was compared with the amount 
lour deJ. 

1 vered, in order to prevent the bakers from stea 1 i ng 

45 

for Ibid. 6 . 
II food int· 1-63. On the constant struggle between Mantes and Par1s 
Se·et de 7, 1mes of scarcity see Richard Cobb, "Les disettes de 1'an 
ar 1n!,~ M~an_III dans le disirict de Mantes et la va11ee de 1a Basse 

CheoJogi mo 7res de 1a Federation des societes historiques et 
Ques de Paris et de 1'I1e de France 3 (1951): 227-251. 
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f1our 
and Using ·t f 

Poor . 
1 

or pr iva te pu rposes . '6 When compla ints about the 
QUa l 1ty of br . 

to b ead were ra 1sed, the committee ordered the bakers ake • Jus t one t 
fl Ype of bread made from a mixture of two-thirds white our 

and one- third 
rye . The f 1our del ivered to the bakers would be mixed . 

l n advance . 
mun . 10 accordance with the proportions decreed by the 

lC ipa Jity 
pr · ' and t he e ight -pound loaf of bread wou7d be sold at a 

lee of t 
wen ty- three 

the sols . Each 1oaf of bread would be marked with 
initiaJs 

of the bakers who had baked them ." 

To deaJ With the rumors of hoarding , the Committee carried out 
searches f 

0 
baker ies , mi17s and farms in the town and the surrounding 

countrys ide . 
conf . 1scat· 

AJJ undec1ared grain was confiscated. One such 

th lon from a mi17er at Courgent brought an irate protest from 
e synd;c of D 

of ammartin who claimed that the grain belonged to a baker 
Dammart • 

ln . This grain was restored.'8 Much more serious was the disp 
Ute With . 

M the ne1ghboring Municipa7ity of Meu1an. On July 19, 
antes had 

Of generousJy provided Meu7an with 25 sacks of wheat, 65 sacks 
rye and 60 sacks of bar7ey out of its own scarce resources in a 

Spjrit Of 
revoJutionary brotherhood. 49 This generosity was il1 

returned 
' for in the days that fo77owed, the militia at Meu1an 

46 

Grave, "Le service des subsistances a Mantes, 1789," 55-56 , 58 · 
◄7 

Ib·d 
l • ' 61. 

48 
Ib·d 

l ·, 59-60. 
◄9 I 

Show the bid.' 65. During the critical days that followed, Mantes would 
Pressed same generosity out of feelings of fraternity to other hard 

communes like Montfort and Houdan . 
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repeatedly stopped cartloads of grain destined for Mantes. The 

municipal council of Meulan initially maintained that the drivers had 

been unable to show proof of authorization but on July 29 , it changed 

its tune and maintained that no grain destined for Mantes had been 

stopped at Meulan. Evidently, municipalities had no compunction about 

sacrificing fraternal feelings when their own survival was at stake.~ 

Mantes, in its turn, forbade the people of the surrounding countryside 

to buy bread in the town, until after the needs of its own inhabitants 

had been satisfied. s t 

The Municipality of Magny, in the district of Mantes also 

requisitioned grain from the surrounding cultivators and proprietors 

and set the price of wheat at 30 livres per setier in September 1789. 

The town of Corbeil asked permission from the National Assembly to do 

the same. The efforts of the mayor of Houdan to secure a steady supply 

of grain in the market-place and to hold down the prices of grain made 

him extremely unpopular with the cultivators of the area. 52 

In all of these cases, we can see that in 1789, and particularly 

in the months of August and September, the local governments closely 

so Ibid., 55-56, 62, 63-64. 
51 lb id., 

. u Letter of the municipal officers of the town of Magny to the 
National ~ssembly ~ated September 10, 1789; letter of the Municipality 
of Corbe1l-sur-Se,ne to the National Assembly dated September 10, 
178~; letter of the mayor of the Municipality of Houdan to the 
National Assembly dated August 11, 1789, all in A.N., DXLl/2. For 
events in Houdan also see Chapter II. 
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regulated 
commerce · 

Fre ln grains and bread in the region around Paris . 
edom of t 

be 1 . rade wa s not much 
leved tha t 

respected. local authorities clearly 

needs of t he 
f reedom f 0 comme rce would not safeguard the subsistence 

Popu Jat io A · on a n. nx10us t o prevent disorder , they fe11 back 
system of 

mot i Ve con t ra 1 s • Necker recognized and respected these 
s. Wr it . 

1790 lng to the Mun ic ipa 1 ity of Versa i 11es on January 29 , 
' Necker 

sols suggest ed that the price of bread should be raised to 3 
Per Pound · 

burd 1n Place of 2 sols 6 dem·ers. This would a11eviate the 
en of hav in 

the 
7 

g to pay subsidies to the bakers and would also provide 
atter With 

this step, 
more incentive . But Necker warned that before taking 

the mu • . n1c1pality should ensure that this would not provoke a new 
insurrection mun . . or 

lC1paJ · 
lty Would 

that in case of an insurrection, the 

have adequate power to suppress it. 0 

1 n their · 
gen a1m of preventing insurrection , the municipalities were 

era 1 Jy 
haJf successful . There were no large scale riots in the second 

Of 1789 · 
br or 1n the first half of 1790, with the exception of the 

ead r. 
lots of J . . 1 ·t . gr anuary 7 and 9 in Versa i 11es. The mun1c 1pa 1 1es 

adua 11y b 
Of egan to relax controls in the course of 1790. The harvest 

1790 be . 
Of 1 ng generally abundant, 54 the theory and pr act ice of freedom 

commerce 
in grain and bread, gradually began to merge. 

SJ 

Defresne and r· 1 143 vrard, Les subs;stances, : • 
54 

to th lb id 53 l ~ • , 7 f F. es s e o· · , , etter of Lambert controleur genera o 1nanc , 
eptembe 1rectory of the departme~t of the Seine-et-Oise, dated 

r l4, 1790 . 
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The v. 
Jctory of 

deregu 1 at ion: 1790 
Freeda 

. m of commerce became the rule rather than the exception 1n 1790. Th · 7s new econ · • . . 
and s om 1c reg1me aroused 1nev1tab1e fears of scarcity 

ome re . s1stance 
the d as weJJ . On September 9, 1790, the Directory of 

epartment of . 
Pari the Serne-et -Oise sent a circular Jetter to a11 the 

shes of the . . 
inst d1st r 7ct of Versailles. The cures in each parish were 

ructed t 
lett o read the Jetter aloud 

er was 
to a11 their parishioners. This 

a dec laration of the policy of freedom of commerce. 
The direct 

of ory condemned the reported attempts of the inhabitants 
some Parishe 

mark s to force their officers to accompany them to the 
ets • 1n order t 

cont O set the price of wheat. Such actions were directly 
rary to th 

down e decrees of the National Assembly. These decrees Jaid 
that 

or f only the abundance or scarcity of wheat could cause a rise 
an . 

munic· 
10 

Prices. The inhabitants were asked to stop insulting their 
lpa 1 Off . 

Di leers and instead to address their grievances to the 
rector . 

les of 
the district and department. They were also advised to Stop 1 

isten· 
r lng to the instigations of the supporters of the ancien 
eg;rne · The 

cont . directory warned that if these acts of insubordination 
1nued 

Pro ' the guilty would be denounced to the National Assembly and 
secuted 

to the f u 11 extent of the 1 aw. ss Then on September 15, 

55 

Ibid ·, 79-BO . 
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another d 
ecree Under 1 . 

c ircu 1 t . Yrng the government's fu 11 commitment to the free 
a 10n of . 

grams inside the nation was also passed. 56 

But on the whol 
co~~e e, there was not much resistance to freedom of 

.,u,, rce . 
1n grain at th 

such e local level in 1790, simp1y because it was 
a good Year . 

In fact ln so far as the avai1abi1ity of food was concerned. 
' the governm t 

Up in th en even so 1d off the stores of grain it had bui 1t 
e course of 

the the previous years. Municipa1 measures regu7ating 
system of 

food supply a1so became rare." 

The beg. 
1nnings f 

1191 ° resistance to de-regulation: The market riots of 

This stat 
the . e of affairs continued in the first ha1f of 1791. But 

s1tuat10n 
harvest rapidly changed after the harvest of 1791 came in. This 

Was n t 
Systematl·c 

O 
as good as the previous one. It was average at best. 

stud · 
d ies of crop yields in the department of Seine-et-Oise 
Uri ng the 

ear Jy Years of the Reva 1ut ion are 1ack ing and one has Perfor ce to 
There . 

1S n 
certa. 

0 
reason to assume that their impressions were wrong. In 

1n areas 1 
an ike the district of Corbei1, the harvest of 1791 was 

average 
had . one, a 1though not as good as that of 1790, when the harvest 

Y1e1ded 
a bumper crop. A common complaint of the cultivators in 

reJy on the impressions of departmental administrators. 

56 
"D -e t 7 ec re t . . , • · 138 a Proh;b;t _concernant la 1;bre c;rculat1on 1nter1eure de~ ~ra,ns 

• 7on de leur exportation, 11 Caron, Commerce des cereales, 
57 

Defresne and r· 53 54 vrard, Les subs;stances, 1: - • 

160 



179 1 was that th i e sheaves had not yielded as much n 1790 . 

1 

n grain as they had 

response th o· even if ' e ,rec tor Y of the di str ict pointed out that 

the yield h consi d ad been half of t hat of 1790 the harvest could be 

ered ' average. se 

intense b . worse in the sout hern departments. " There was . The harve st was 
buying departments as well as the customary uy,ng for t he southern 

f or Paris. Seine -et- . But becau se t he harvest had been average in the 

01se in th f. 
wast e ,rst place, t he resu lt of this outflow of grain 

t he Sei ne-et- Oi se and to cause short ages in 
0 pus h up 

the 
pr ices in 

local . markets.~ T 
1 nterf he new 1 aws 1 i bera 1 i zing conwnerce prohibited 

gratn circulat ion and sale of food grains . Consequently erence • ,n the • 

dealers gra 

I 

were a 1 so free to se 11 at h tgher prices and to take 

n outside of c 
t h

e department. These developments caused a great deal 

bear w· ,on with in t he department and the riots of this period onsternat. 

,tnes s t o t hat . 

58 

Min; See lett 
la ster of th er of the OtrectorY of the district of Corbeil to the 
de:•cessite d: Inter tor dated September 19, I 791; a 1so Refl ~xi ons sur 
gra .marches s trouver des moyens de faci/iter /es approv1s1onnements 
dis~•~ dans t"s gen~r 1 a Li berte du commerce et de 1 a ci rcu 1 ati on des 
de r,ct of V ,nter,eur du Royaume both in A.N., F/7/3689/6. For the 
E v~artment 

0

/~~a 
1 
lles , see letter of O' Envers to the Directory of the 

ard, Les be_ Seine-et -Oise , dated March 28, J792, in Defrl!sne and 

~ su s1stances, 1:20. 

Nat· The Mi • 
ha •

0

nal As n,ster of the Interior, oe Lessart made a report to the 
c:"•sts haJemb ly on November J J 791 t ndicat ing that although 

nter and so~een abundant tn th; north; th•Y were mediocre in the 
• th . See Honiteur, November 3, J0:276. 

chat This ar 
Per , "The gu~nt will be dealt with tn greater detail in the next 

Cau ses of Food Riots." 
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In the Seine -et -Oise, the first market riots since ear7y 1789 

Were reported in September 1791 . 6l Wherever the riots broke out , the 

same • 1t· t comp7a1nts were made. The rioters charged that cu 1va ors were 

not bringing grain to market , that they were se77ing from their farms, 

that grain merchants and miJJers were hoarding grain, that grain was 

being exported abroad and that these factors accounted for the fact 
th

at prices of grain remained high even after a good harvest. The 

rioters consistent7y b7amed the new ru7es 7ibera7izing the commerce 

of grains for this state of affairs. They set about redressing their 

grievances th · • • • • h f t th on e1r own 1n1t1at1ve . The rioters, t ere ore, se e 

prices of g • · h f th f ra1n 1n the market -p7ace , organized searc es o e arms 

for grain, threatened cu7tivators with dire reprisa7s if they did not 
bring g • 

ra 10 to market, and demanded that the o 1d ru Jes regu 1at ing 

buying and seJJing in the market-p1ace be brought back.~ The aim of 
the riot 

ers was to restore to the market-p7ace the importance it had 
en · 

Joyed as the Jega7 arena for the buying and seJ7ing of grain. The 
consensus 

among the rioters was that the new Jaws 7iberaJizing the 
commerce and . 

c1rcu7ation of grain had detracted from the importance 

of 
th

e market-place and injured the interests of the consumers. So the 

reaction to the poJicy of liberalization of commerce took the form of 

the market riots. 

R iot/i,/or the riots of 1791, see chapter II, "The Geography of Food 

62 

See chapter II, "The Geography of Food Riots." 
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A good source of information for gauging popular emotions is 

the series of reports drawn up by the two commissioners , Martial 

Victor Vaillant and Jacques Antoine Rouveau. 63 They were members of 

the Directory of the department of the Seine-et-Oise and were sent to 

Etampes to deal with the problems there. Soon after their arrival in 

the city , the commissioners ordered copies of the royal proclamation 

dated September 22 , 1791, to be put up throughout the city. This 

proclamation condemned the troubles which, it maintained, had been 

provoked by the perfidious suggest ions of a few. It reminded the 

citizens of the royal decree which upheld the freedom of circulation 

of grains in the interior of the kingdom. It declared that only the 

security of merchants, cultivators and farmers and of their property 

could ensure healthy commercial activity which alone would keep down 

the prices of grain. It also warned all potential breakers of the 

peace of strong legal action in case of future misconduct. 64 

On July 24, the commissioners summoned an assembly which was 

limited only to the administrators of Etampes (the majority of whom 

had resigned or fled) and to the active citizens. Here again, the 

conrnissioners, as representatives of the king, upheld the policy of 

the freed om of commerce. 65 

63 The proces verbaux drawn up by the commissioners, dated 
September 22, 23, 24 and 25 are to be found in A.N., F/7/3689/7. 

~ For the royal proclamation see, A.N., F/7/3689/7. 

65 I A.N., F/7/3689 7. 

163 



While th of e government • 
freed rema med clearly committed to the principle 

om of res; commerce in the autumn of I 791. a ground swe 11 of 

of th · grow ing among the people. The commissioners saw proof stance wa s 

is in th 
som e assembly as several citizens demanded the return of 

e of the , of ancient regulat,·ons 
their governing the market-place. The gist 

ave f · as that the citizens of the Seine-et-Oise should 

h 
concerns w 

irst access t 
export 

O 
the grain grown in their department and that 

s should Present be allowed only after needs had been met. one of those 

down at 
th

e assembly demanded that the regulations that had laid 

that th 
aft e merchants and bakers could make their purchases onlY 

er ind; v. d He was i ua 
1 

consumers had satisfied their needs, be brought back. 

Present supported by others. It was al so suggested bY others 
warmly 

lS su mg that the Nati on• l Assemb lY be petitioned to 
. in the meet· 
Usua 

11 

. ee' reinstating the ancient ,cqui t a caution ( certificates 

that Y the municipality where purchases of grain were made 
e a deer 

Y issued b • 
9rains) 

5 

st
ated the amount purchased and the destination of the 

clearly 

. uch cert 'f. • 
and f 

1 

icates would di spe 1 popular fears that the grains 

cornrn. e ,ng bought at Etampes were being sent abroad." The 
lour b • 

1ss· ioners' 

felt that 

proces verbal makes it clear that there were manY who 

freed f • •as; om of co111J1erce had made illegal trafficking o grains 

Who at it was essential to regulate the activities of those 
er, and th 

Were 
connected with the colllJ1erce of grains-· the merchants, the 

----66 F /7;
3 

See th N 
6

89/7. e cofflni ss ioners' proces verbal of Ju lY 24, I 7

91 

in A. • • 
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bakers the . 
' m177ers and even the measurers and porters of grain. These 

feeJings 
, Were c7ear7y ex pressed in a Jetter which a citizen of 
Et ampes . 

'launn, wrote to the Nationa7 Assemb1y on September 25 , 
1791 67 

• He described the grain merchants and mi77ers as the p1agues 
of society 

and demanded that their activities be kept under c7ose 
survei 11ance. 

The fears of the peop1e were recognized by the commissioners. 
In th . 

elr persona7 observations made to the National Assemb1y, the 
commiss. 

loners commented that there were widespread fears among the 
artisans , . 

and workers of Etampes that the price of bread wou7d r1se as 
high as · 1

n the previous years. They a1so referred to widespread rumors 
that the gra1·n , 

being bought in the market of Etampes , apparent7y to 
Provision 

the departments beyond the Loire, was actua 7 Jy being 

exported abroad. It was being a7leged, the commissioners noted, that 
the gr . 

a1n wa s being bought in bales from the cu7tivators' homes, thus 
decreas . 

1ng the amount and increasing the prices of grain that came to 
the mark , 

et of Etampes. 68 

The commissioners accepted the truth of some of these 
a 17egat. . h 

lons, agreeing that the merchants were making mass 7ve pure ases 
at h. h d 

lg Prices for the departments beyond the Loire. They expresse 
fears · l 

that a further rise in prices might lead to further v10 ence . 

They even . th rain trade in order suggested temporary regulat1ons on e 9 

&1 A 
• N • , F /7 /3689 /7 

fill 

A.N., F/7/3689/7, not dated. 
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to c 

tha t 

ontroJ th
e greed of buyers and se7lers. Peop1e had to be assured 

t he ir need 
s came before the profits of merchants.~ 

It . 
of ls notewort hy that similar reservations on unchecked liberty 

commerce were 
M also voiced by other administrators of ftampes . 

• Venard 
i ' a member of the Directory of the district of Etampes, wrote 
n a Jetter to M. 

that he had 

dang 

Benin , a member of the Directory of the department, 

Jong believed that unlimited commerce in grains was 
erous and . 1t was necessary to rein in the greed of cultivators.'0 

On s 
eptember 1 

a 4, Simoneau and LaVa11ery, both municipal officers , 
ccompanied 

d . by Charpentier, President of the Directory of the 
lstrict 

c ' Presented themselves before the Directory of the department, 
arrying 

0
. a Proces verbal drawn up jointly by the Municipality and the 
1 rectory of . , 
. the d1strict of ftampes . This proces verbal expressed the 

m1sgivi 
t ngs of the commune about the high prices of grain and mentioned 
hat it 

had been necessary to warn the laboureurs of the penalties 
that 

couJd fo17ow if they insisted on se77ing grain at high prices. 71 

69 

F/7 The bl A N /368g/7, connnissioners' report to the National Assem Y, • ., 
not dated. 

70 

A.N. , F/7/3689/7, not dated. 
7 ) 

c?ntent[he actual proces verbal is missing from the _files. But its 
D1rector are summarized in a letter written . by S1moneau to_ t~e 
definitey of !he department. Simoneau's lett~r 1s n?t dated but 1t 1s 
Septembe;Y wr1tten after September 17 since 1t ment1ons the_ market _of 
armed f 17 at ftampes. Simoneau's letter is a pl_ea aga~n5t usrng 
see A Norces to put down the riots in ftampes. For S1moneau s letter, 

• ·' F /7 /3689/7. 
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In a separate letter, the Municipality of Etampes asked for 

permission to set prices of grain at 24 and 25 livres and also to take 

extraordinary measures to provision the markets. n This proposal was 

turned down by the Di rectory of the department, having been seen as 

opposed to the principle of freedom of commerce. The department 

instead ruled that with the permission of the Minister of the 
Int • , d er 1or, s ix hundred cavalrymen should be sent to ftampes to put own 
th

e uprising .n This move was opposed by the local administrators of 

Etampes but to no avail. 

This difference of opinion was symbolic of the difference in the 

attitudes of local and departmental officials towards the problem of 

food riots . The Directory of the department repeated the National 

Assembly's line that commerce in grains should be completely free, and 

any threat to this freedom should be put down by force. Loca 1 

officials learnt from experience, however, that a problem existed that 

would not go away by being suppressed, that freedom of commerce was 

not ensuring the consumers' right to subsistence and that perhaps some 

degree of interference in the economy was necessary under the 

circumstances. Ordinarily, in times of food shortage and high prices 

local officials set prices of grain in the market-place and also set 

72 

See footnote 71. In his own letter to the Directory of the 
department, Simoneau mentions this earlier letter. 

73 

Extract from the register of deliberations of the Directory of 
the department of the Seine-et-Oise dated September 20, 1791, A.N., 
F/7/3689/7. 
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controJs on 
exports. And even though the Jaws in 1791 express Jy 

Prohibited . 
such rnterference, some mun ic ipa 7 it ies did intervene in the 

system f f 0 
ood suppJy. The Municipa7ity of Etampes, although prevented 

by Jaw from 
taking steps that wou7d force the cultivators to bring 

grain tom 
arket, took some measures to ensure that the grain that did 

come t 0 
market wouJd primariJy serve the needs of the consumers of 

Etampes. 

On March 26 , the municipa7ity decreed that the first two hours 
of the mark t 

e , from 1:00 to 3:00 in the afternoon , wou7d be reserved 
for the . 

lnhabitants of the communes to make their purchases. It was 
onJy after 3.·oo 

in the afternoon that merchants cou 1d enter the 
market. 

On every market day 
Of ' the nat. 

two municipa7 officers with a detachment 
10naJ guard , were at the market to ensure observance of this 

regu 1at . 
lon. CuJtivators and proprietors of the surrounding areas were 

a 1so invited 
to bring grain to market and protection was guaranteed 

to them. 74 Thus 
the municipa7ity did bring back a few of the ancient 

regu Jat . 
10ns even though in 1791 freedom of commerce c7ear1y won. 

1he r 
evoJt against a free 11arket: The 11arket riots of 1792 

The situation in ftampes during the riots of September 1791 was 

representative of the situation elsewhere in the district. But 1791 
Was just a 

Pre1ude to the events of 1792. The riots of 1792 broke out 

~ . 
dated 5Extract from the deliberations of the Municipality of Etampes 

eptember 26, 1791, A.D.Y., 1 LM 461. 
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on a 
sea le neve b f 

r e ore exper ienced in t he Seine-et -Oise. The pattern was ev 
er.YWhere t h 

t e same . People of one or more parishes grouped 
ogether and vi . . 

th Sl ted ne1ghboring farms . Cultivators were told that if 
ey did no t 

bri ng grain to market , they would sorely repent of their 
act ion . On 
h t he next market day , the same groups, ranging from two 
Undred to 

m . even a thousand and frequent 7y accompanied by their 
un1 c ipa 1 off . 

th leers, went t o the nearest market town . They then forced 
e mu nici pa 1 

offi cers of the town to set the prices of the grain 
avaiJab1 . 
r · e ln the marke t- place or proceeded to set it themselves. The 
loters a 1so st0PPed cart 1oads of grain trave 11 ing on the routes, 

espec. 
1a11y •r 

f 1 they were tr ave 77 ing by night. If the carts were not 
urnished w· 

t 1th the correct papers, the grain was seized and taken to 
he near 

eS t Place where it could be safely stored. The complaints were 
t he same as . 

1n 1791 , only more widespread. 
It is p t ar icularly s ignificant that in 1792, 1oca1 officials 

Were 
openly expressing the same opinions as the rioters. Had they 

expressed t 
hese opinions on1y in the market -place, it might have been 

ar9 Ued that they were doing so under duress. But the same opinions 
Were be . 

1ng expressed in the private correspondence of the officials. 
Taken as a . . 

Who7e, their co111J1ents add up to an 1nd1ctment of the system 

Of freedom f · · 1 ·t f 
P O conrnerce. On February 21, 1792, the Mun 1c1pa 1 Y 0 

alaiseau . . 
Wrote to the Directory of the district of Versa111es, ask mg 

that f 
armers be forced to provision the markets. ,s This Jetter appears 

15 

A.D.Y., 1 LM 460. 
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to have made an impression on the Directory of the district. On March 

l , 
1792

, the Directory of the district wrote to the Directory of the 

department . In this letter , the former acknowledged that the laws of 
th

e National Assembly, which decreed freedom of commerce in the 
int • . 

er 1or made any constraints placed on the cu1t1vators and farmers 

a Violation of the laws on liberty and property. But the letter hinted 
th

at farmers and cultivators were taking advantage of these laws to 

se
nd their grains abroad. The Directory of the district then asked if 

th
e farmers might not be forced to provision their usual markets, and 

whether a census of grains was permissible under the circumstances. 

Such dispositions might be conceived as contrary to the rights of 

property , the letter concluded, but in certain circumstances, a11 

private rights must be subjected to the public wea1.n 

The Directory of the department clearly thought otherwise, for 
it 

expressed serious misgivings about the conduct of the municipal 

officers of Palaiseau. 77 But in this case, the Directory of the 

department was in a minority. on March 26, the mayors and municipal 

officers of the thirteen parishes of L imours drew up a petition to the 

Directory of the department, which was really a justification of the 

conduct of the rioters. They protested the appellation of brigandage 

given to the gatherings in the market -place. The petition pointed out 

that day and night, the people saw the grain of their canton being 

76 A .D.Y., 1 LM 460. 
11 

Defresne and fvrard, Les subs;stances, 1:235. 
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taken away 
' and they were driven to desperation by the rising prices 

of 9ra in ' the 1 
v. . ack of work and the fear of famine . The peop1e had been 

lSJt ing the farms 
not to threaten the farmers but to ensure that the re wou 1d be 

enough grain in the canton to 7ast ti 77 the next 
harvest F 

• armers were being invited to bring grains to market and they 
did s . 0 

Wl11ing7y . Grain was being so7d at 22 Uvres in the 
market -p1ace wh1"ch 

was a reasonab1e price. The petition b1amed the 
troub 1es . 

in the market -p1ace on the presence of troops there. Peop1e 
feared th 

e Presence of troops because they fe1t that this wou1d on1y 
encourage . . 

gra 1n becoming more expensive and 1eaving the canton. Th1s 
Petit · 100 

c1ear1y bent the facts in order to justify the actions of the 
r· 

loters for . h 
1t was wen known that in Limours, as e1sewhere, t e 

forcib1y setting the price of grain in the market-p1ace 
th

reatening the farmers with reprisa 7s if they did not bring 
enough . 

grain to market. 78 This petition was snubbed by the Directory 
Of th 

e department which maintained that the princip7es of the 
deJiberat • f 10ns were contrary to the 7aw on the 7ibera1 circu1ation o 
9rain 19 

But everywhere in the department the same views were being 
echoed I . 7 - , 7 f 

• nits de7iberations of March 6, 1792, the Conse, genera 0 

the co ht mmune of Oourdan decried the riots but accepted the fact ta 

cant0 ~

8 

See ~op;e d'une peUUon presentes par les mun;cT°pahtes du 
de L7mours, d;strT°ct de VersaOles in A.N., F/l/368917• 

79 

A.N., F/7/3689/7 
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the PeopJe ' s 
fears we b • 

the re e mg fue 11ed by the amount of grain leaving 
commune by . 

m n
7
ght. The conseil general suggested that it would be ore d . 

lscreet 
enou h 9 9ra in 

reserves. so 

to Provide for the departments which did not produce 

by buy fog from abroad and not by dep Jet ing Dourdan ' s 

After th 
D. e suppress ion of the market riots at Dourdan, the 

lrectory of t . . 
M he d7str1ct wrote to the Directory of the department on arch 31 

, comp Ja • • 
P 

1n1ng of the attempts being made by the laboureurs to rofit f 

ram the Protection being given them by raising the prices of 
9rain. The . 

d
7
rectory declared that the laboureurs had been warned of the f 

ataJ resuJts that would fo77ow their actions. 81 

In a Jetter 
to the Legislative Assembly written on March 15, 1792 

' Sed i7 7 on , d d " . th ' procureur of the commune of ftampes, p7ea e 1n e name of 
humanity" to end the liberty of commerce, which was causing 2000 

sacks of f 1 sz 11 1 . d 
t our to 1eave Etampes every week. Sedi on c a 1me hat . 

s1x months before the harvest, the granaries of the cultivators 
lvere empty . 

fhe f 
e fects f 1 0 de-regulation and riots on the market-pace 

The P01icy of freedom in conrnerce and circu7ation of foodgrains 
and th 

e food riots that fo77owed whenever grain was in short supply 

80 

A.D.Y., 1 LM 461. 
8J 

A.D.Y., 1 LM 461. 
az A 

.N., DXL/16 
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initiated a trend in the system of provisioning in the Seine-et-Oise 

Which would become increasingly evident as the Revolution progressed. 

This trend was the shift in the locus of exchange of grain from the 

market -place to the homes of cultivators and laboureurs who traded in 

grain. The importance of the market-place in pre-revolutionary France 

is we 17 known. Under the anc,·en reg;me, the markets had enjoyed a 

monopoly, at least theoretically , in the commerce of grain, for grain 

could only be bought and sold there. Arthur Young had described such 

a system as wasteful, for cultivators could profitably sell from their 

homes and avoid the costs of transport , while buyers would also not 

lose a day's work in coming to market. But as Georges Lefebvre pointed 

out , markets had a social importance in addition to their economic 

significance, for they provided people with a welcome diversion in an 

otherwise monotonous existence.~ 

As a result of the new liberal legislation, markets lost their 

mono po 1y on the sale of grain. Cu 7t i va tors pref erred to se 11 from 

their own farms and storehouses. They presumably felt more confident 

of their ability to dictate prices within their own homes, away from 

the watchful eyes of the crowd in the market-place. Moreover, now that 

freedom of circulation of grains had been decreed, it was more 

profitable to transport grain to distant markets and sell it at higher 

pr ices than to take it to local markets and se 17 it at customary 

prices. Municipal officers repeatedly expressed their frustration and 

~ Lefebvre, Etudes Orleana;ses, 1:230. 
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ang er at the 

market · Much 

disinclin t · 
a ion of the cultivators to bring grain to 

of their frustrat,·on 
stemmed from their inabi 1 itY to 

force the cult i t va ors to su pply local markets. 

In a recent thesi • • schematic . . s, Judith Miller has warned us against making 

divisions b 
while etween "regulated economies" and "free economies" 

studying how th 
pre - • market-Place functioned at the Joe• 1 ]eve 1 in 

revo lut. ionary F 84 

act ranee. She has argued that what influenced the 

ions of 

g 

administrators 
over at the loca 1 ]eve 1 was not so much 

nment d . 
d . ictums on the conmerce of foodgra ins as their need to 

evise . workable 
Jurisd. 

st
rategies to ensure that the markets under their 

ictions 
Period remained adequately provisioned. Even during so-called 

s of f 
i nfl u ree trade, off ic ia 1 s could find p lentY of ways to 

1 ibe ence market supp 1 i es and prices without directly compromising the 

rty of the • 
grai grain trade. Officals could flood local markets with 

n bought on 
could 

th
eir own account in order to bring down prices. TheY 

persuade 
and t sellers to bring grain to market without using force, 

hey could • 
act negot1ate bargains between buyers and sellers without 

ua lly sett . 
"pr ,ng the pr ice of grain- Miller th inks that th• term 

agmat· 
Part. ic economy" would best describe the process bY which "the many 

icipants 
in the grain trade sought to impose policies -- both old 

84 Gra · Judith M' f d th Un • in Trade i 11 er, "The Pragmatic E conomY: L}bera 1 Re o~ms an e 
iversit In Upper Normandy J750-J789- Ph.D- diss., Ouk• 

Y, 1987. ' 
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and ne w - d - uring a harvests "" per ind of rising popu 1 at ion and inadequate 

It is clear th f unct • at there was much more fl ex i bi 1 itY in the 

" ioning of the 
market" 1 oca 1 markets than the terms "regulated" or 

economies 
the d imply and the reaction of government officials to 

emands of va • co b rious groups c b 'd t b • 
m in . an e sa1 o e pragmatic, but 

ing regulat d 
the e and market economies into the single category of 

pragmatic trans .

1

. economy obscures the very real changes that the 

l l on to 
Pr act. a free economy introduced not on lY in market·P lace 

ices but • 
evid ,n 

th
e functioning of the entire economy. some of the 

ence c . itedbyMill 
local er indicates that during a period of free trade, 

offical 
of th s were often powerless in the face of the intransigence 

t 
e cultivators~ 

he 

O

. · The letters written bY the loca 1 officials to 

irectories 
of 

1791 

of the district and the department during the riots 

he 

1 

a
nd 179

2, which have been cited above, show that this 

Plessn ess on th 
dur; e part of the local officials probablY increased 

ng the ea l 
dece r Y years of the Revolution when the extreme governmental 

ntralizat · 
Po 1 it. ,on brought with it diminished economic power and 

ical clout f 
could or local officials- What an Intendant or subdelegate 

do in pre 
of d. -revolutionary France, the municipalities, directories 

istricts 
bef and even departments could not do after 1790- Earlier, 

ore f 
reedom of conmerce became the rule, Jocal officials had not 

85 
Miller • ' "Libera 1 Reforms," 6-

See th 
e sect ion "The war of words," I 10-132-
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been averse t o tak . during t · ing heavy-handed measures to get grain to market 

,me s of 
fa i le scarci ty , 

when al l other measures of persuasion had 

press y prevented them from interfering in 
d. Now the new l aws ex l 

the commerce of grain. 

Chafing at th • 
for a e 

1 
r powerlessness, Joca 1 off ic ia ls somet ;mes ca ]led 

return to 
import 

th
e old contro 1 s which would re -estab 1 i sh the 

17 e market -place or threatened to use force. On April 
ance of th 

' 1792 ' the Muni • • 
blamed t cipal1ty of Rocheguyon in the district of Mantes, 

he perf 'd 
wonde 

1 
Y of the farmers for the scarcitY in the markets and 

Th er 
th

ey could not be forced to provision the markets.~ 
red wheth 

e Mun · , c i pal • t 
on 

1 
Y of Houdan, in the district of Montfort, threatened 

March 21, 17 92
• to send the national guard to neighboring villages 

Proce 

5 

force the 1 aboureur s to furnish the markets.• In its in order to 

verbaux f 
d; st . 

0 
March 19 and 27, the Mun ic ;pa 1 itY of Meu Jan in the 

r 1 ct of S • 
the; a int Germain , commented that the /aboureurs were abusing 

fore · ges and that the National AssemblY should issue a decree 
r privile 

ing them to 
and . provision the markets and stop selling in their homes 

in the • 
di st . inns· This demand was echoed bY the o;rectorY of the 

r1ct 89 

----87 

Dir Lette • 
460 ectory of r written by the Municipa 1 itY of Rocheguyon to the · 

th
e district of Mantes on April 17, J792, A.o.Y., 

1 

LM, 

the OirectorY of the district of 
department, dated March 24, 1792, 88 

Montf Quoted • A.o y°rt to th in _the letter of 
· ·, 1 LM e Directory of the 

, 461. 
89 A.Dy . ·, 1 LM 461. 
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A fa • 7 m1 iar solution 
Chevreuse . was a1 so advocated by the Municipality of 

gen · In a petition to the Legislative Assembly, the Conseil 
eraJ of t he 

7ea9 ue With 
commune c 1 • amp a1ned that the farmers and laboureurs, in 

the counter 
specu 1at. 

1 ng in gr . 
P a lns and thus in the hves of the people, under rotect . 10n of 

gen . the Jaw of the free circulation of grain. The conseil 
eraJ 

advocated 
grains a number of controls among which a census of a11 

and a 7a f . 
mark w orcrng farmers and cultivators to provision the 

et s figured 
Prominently. The petition ended: 

revolutionaries and capitalists, were 

Vou s 
avez bien m1·s , · ·t • 7 d 'f nos personnes en requ1s1 10n pour a e ense 

de 1a Repub 7 • 1c. Mettez y done aussi Jes subsistances pour nous 
Y donn 1 er a force. Sans cette precaution nous sommes perdus. 1190 

You h 
ave Placed our persons in requistion for the defense of 

the Repub 1. . 7c. P7ace subsistences too under requisition to g1ve 
it f 

orce . Without this precaution we are Jost. 

But 
force c 

Of OU1d not rea11y so1ve the problem. The u1timate measures 
force 

f , the food riots of 1791 and 1792 amp 1y demonstrated th is 
act ' 

• Those 1 b • • t cu t ivators and merchants who had continued to rrng gra 70 

o market af 
st ter the new 1egis1ation were frightened by the riots and 

ayed away 
from the markets. 

90 

A.N., F/11/221, the Jetter is dated Apri1 17• 
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Unfortunately, records whi ch wou ld show how much grain was 

brought to t he ma rkets before and after the riots are lacking. Only 

s ome scattered figures indicate the adverse effects of the riots on 

Prov is ioning in the market -place . After the disturbances of September 

10 and 16, 1791, there were only 50 sacks of grain in the market-place 

of Etampes on September 17 in place of the customary 1500-1600 

sacks. 9 1 February 6, 1792, there were 318 set i ers of wheat at the 

market -place of Gonesse. on February 20 and 27, the amounts were 99 

setiers and 454 setiers respectively. On March 5 the amount was 357 

setiers. On March 12 , after the outbreak of the troubles, the amount 

d i pped to 289 set i ers . On the marketdays of March 9 and 27, the 

municipal officers observed that cultivators were voluntarily selling 

the best quality wheat at 24 setiers per livre, in order to avoid 

further trouble and taking significant losses in the process. The 

amounts available in the market -place were 242 and 153 setiers 

respectively.'2 This was a source of serious worry to the local 

officials who repeatedly warned the rioters that their activities 

would accentuate the very trend that they found so troubling, that is 

the desertion of the market-place by the producers of grain. But this 

trend could not be reversed. During the revolutionary years, markets 

would not recover from the impact of the riots of 1791 and 1792. The 

91 L etter of Venard to Benin in A.N., F/7/3689/7, undated. 

~ Figures are from A.D.Y., 1 LM 457. 
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had enjoyed a Roland . " abu
nd

ant harvest in I 792 was requesting Jean-Marie 

, Mini ster 
from of 

th
e Interior, for a share of the grains imported 

abroad 96 

The war compr . forced the Leg is 1 at i ve Assembly to make the first 

0m1 se • 1n • 
food its po 1 icy of freedom of commerce and circulation of 

Assemb 

1 

· A 
11 th

rough the first half of I 792 , the Legislative 
grains 

Y stoutl 
a Perf Y advocated a policy of freedom of commerce. It found 

ect mou th • 
conce . piece in Roland. But the demands of war forced certain 

the R rom the Assembly. In order to purchase for the armies of 
ss1ons f 

epubl • ic and f 
•mount or Paris, the government had to form an idea of the 

of food 
the d available in every department. On June 2, Roland asked 

harvested s, in a circular, for information on the amount usuallY 
epartment 

Year in each department and on the kind of harvest expected 

th

at 

• He d 
oes t f th dem no seem to have received much informal ;on, or e 

re·t h 
1 

era ted on September I. " Then on september 

9 

• t e 
and was 

of t l 17' 179 hevreuse' district of versa i ]les to the con.ent 1_on. on ----Apr; une of C • the ~e colllllu 
2

; extract from the de 1 iberat ;ons of the conse• 

1 

_gener~I 
Comm 

I nte/" ic i pa ~~tof Mantes, dated sept ember 23, J792;h leters~;;t~;"th~ 

10
r on s Y of Houdan to Jean-Marie Roland, t e ,n, 

~ eptember 27, 1792, of pr Letter of f . 11. the funct ;ons 
~o thocureur ge _the commission temporarilY ful / 1t\e;ne-et-Oise 
/IJ/2• Minist neral syndic of the department 

O 

14 1792 
A,N.' 

21. er of the Interior, dated November ' ' ' 

a!~arteme~~cu 
1 
ai re du Hi ni stre de 1 'Jnterieur aux admini !IJu~~e~~iu~Y 

de ,~~colte; ~~ntenant demande de renseignemedn!~ •
5

~:/:l; du Hinf stre 
sur ntOrieu grains." Ou 2 Juin !792, an ,r renseignements 

97 

d' "C • 

Caro~ e produ(t adux 83 departements pour demalnders:Pef embre J792, see 
' Comme e 1 a reco I te de f 792,' ou er 

rce des cereales, 141-142-
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Assembly author; zed the • • order P adm in 1 strati ve bod ;es of each di strict to 

ropr · ,etors cu • 

0

n the b . ' 1t 
1 
vators and farmers to bring grain to market 

state of ; nformat ion provided by the mun ic ;pa 1 it ;es on the as,s of the 

the market 
Pure ha s · The Nat iona 1 Assembly acknow ]edged that the 

ses made for ar • 
as the 

1 

mi es, for Paris and for some departments, as well 

the ma k reshers, were the primarY causes of the shortf a 11 in 
ack of th 

r ets A 
req . · census could serve as the basis on which to make 

u,s;t· ions f or the market. gs 

law of September 9 was put into effect in the Seine-et -Oise 

law of S 
As eptember J6. In response to the decrees of the National 

sembly , the 
of Conseil glnlral of the Seine-et-Oise ordered a census 

dete e department on September J6. Th• aim was to 

The 

by the 

all gr • ams in th 

rmine th 
market e amount of grain that each commune should furnish to the 

s · The comp 1 t · f h recalc· e ,an of the census was delayed as a result o t e 

,trance 
l ackad . of 

th
e cultivators to make honest dee 1 ara ti ons and the 

a1sical 
the att itude of the municipal officers. So on October JO, 

consei 1 • 
eve genlral ruled that until the census could be completed 

ry cult iva • 
3 . tor and farmer would have to bring to the public markets 

set1ers of 
sack grain, whether wheat, n• or metlil, or one a

nd 

a half 

s of flour 

'--• for ev 1 d The deliverY of this amount 

•OUld be ery p ough owne • 
ensu certified by the municipal officers of th• market town to 

re that th 
e required amount was reallY being brought to market. 

----98 

1792. "Dlcret • " ou 9 septembre 
Caron sur la libre cfrcu/atfon de• gr•

1

••· 

' Commerce des cereales, 143. 
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Every • ind i V . d , ua l who ca cert if,·c me to buy in the market would have to have a 

ate • . , s, gned b t l 
in which h Ya east two munic ipal officers of the con,nune 

e or she l. 
have e ived , which declared that this individual did not 

nough • 
da grain to last till the next week or at most for fifteen 

Ys . If th e buyer needed 
stated. seed , this fact would have to be clearly 

Bakers also had 
hours of to produce such certificates. The first two 

every mark t 
the bak e would be reserved only for indiv idua 1 buyers and 

ers to 
mere ha make their purchases . After these two hours, grain 

nt s could b • 
e admitted to make their purchases." 

Thu s th 
f 

e first 1 • 
reedom imited inroad was made into the principle of 

of commer 
need ce . Freedom of commerce seemed unable to meet th• 

s of t h 
Part ia 

1 

e hour· So part ia 1 controls were instituted. But these 

controls ·t 
in the S _ ' i wi 11 be seen, on Jy exacerbated the food crisis 

eine -et o· 
and - ise and caused further conflict between th• center 

the d epartment. 

As it was 
as . 'the law of September J6 was soon seen to suffer from 

erious ' and f shortcoming. It did not spec ifY which market the cu 1t iv a tors 

armers sh •• or t ould supply -- the market th•Y ordinarilY provisioned, 

he 
Were nearest market of the district in which th•Y Jived- Th• two 

not nee . d f a de essarily the same. cultivators Jiving on the borers 

0 

Part~nt • • dep or district would sometimes take grain to a neighboring 

artment 
so 1 or di strict if that market was nearer or if grain and flour 

d for 
higher prices there. As th• markets increasing lY suffered 

----99 
A. N., F /11/221. 
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from scare ity of gr • attract ain in the course of the year , the competition to 

grain increas d departments . e ' often souring relations between neighboring 

, district 
of Beau s and conrnunes. In October I 792 , the Muni c i pa 1 i ty 

mont- sur-Oi se • • • Muni c• in the district of Pontoise complained that the 

ipalit ' a market . Y of Chamb 1 Y in the department of the Di se had es tab 1 i shed 

Prov; s . in its territory and was fore i ng cult ;vators , who norm• llY 

ioned Beaumont Rocheguyon • to take their grain to ChamblY- In September, 

Dreux in 
th

e district of Mantes, accused the municipalities of 

' And l Eure -et -L _e ys • nd Magny, the f ;rst two in the department of 

oir and th 
their e third in the district of pontoise, of preventing 

cultivat 
on the ors from provisioning Rocheguyon. L'Isle Adam situated 

borders . • • los; of the Oise and the Seine-et -Dis• complained it was 

ng out to a 11 • 
Saint -G 

th
e neighboring markets. In November, Meulan accused 

ermain of 
for . sending troops into ;ts territory and seizing grain 

its o wn market. 100 

But the 
leav . problem that dwarfed a 11 others was that of gr• ;n 

ing the S . . • • Prices e,ne-et-Oise for Paris- Since grain sold for higher 

in Par · 
is, cultivators rushed to parisian markets- On December 

----100 Bea Lett • f ext umont to er of the Conseil general permanent of the citY o 
Cit;act from i~e M_inister of the Interior, dated October/~y· j

1

:~~ 
and co e minutes of the secretariat of the MuniciP• i 

Inter. Lette~~;\hof Beaumont, dated October JI. th Minister of the 
ior, Se t e Mun ic ipa l itY of Rocheguyon to e 

of Extra P ember 17, I 792 • • l ·t Nov~bu l an ac;d ftrhom the reg i st'.er of de 1 ;berat ions of t~e ~:;
1
1

~;Pda;e~ 
F /J er a e Conse i 1 genera 1 of the co""une 

O 

• A N 1/221. and November 9' I 792. A 11 these documents are ,n •• ' 
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g, 1792 , the ad • 

P 

mini strator t • rocur eur _ _ empora r, ly f u 1 f i 11 i ng the functions of 

genera 7 synd . not work ,c recognized t hat the law of September 16 could 

sol ong as the • He conclu choi ce of market was left to the cultivators -

ded that Par i 
16. ,., s a lone had benef itted from the law of September 

The d emand f or t he Maximum 

In t hese • 
the de circumstances a new demand now began to be voiced in 

partment 
the R --

th
at of a maximum on the pr ices of grain throughout 

epublic 
it un The effect of such a maximum obviously would be to make 

remu nerat · 
dista ive for cu lti vators to transport their grain over Jong 

nces 'f ' 
1 t hey were forced d d • 

to sell it at a stan ar price. 

We f. 

M 

, rst come f th un - across thi s demand in the papers o e 

, c; pa l it 
a com 

1 

Y of Houdan, in the di str ;ct of Montfort . It was through 

P icated 
a rn _ rout e that the mun ic ;pa 1 itY had arrived at a demand for 

ax ,mum 0 
that - . n September 8 , in a Jetter to Ro land , Houdan comp la ;ned 

its 
market h · 600 t • of 9ra in w ich had previous Jy attracted 500- se ,ers 

per week -
It b ' now found itself supp 1 ;ed with bare lY 1so-200 set 

1 

ers-

lamed th 
9ra1n e laboureurs, claiming that theY preferred to sell their 

at exorb ·t • • t market . i ant pr ices at their homes rather than bring grain ° 
The re h 1 f f tir port claimed that some modifications oft e aw 

O 

ree 

culat · ion of gr • a,ns was necessarY • 

-----
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Then • ' ,n a 1 et t that the . er da t ed September 2 7, the municipal itY charged 

di strict Prov • . of Dreux wa s fore i ng manY I aboureurs who ordi nari Jy 

t hese mark et of Houdan to provision Oreux instead. ManY of , s, oned the 

laboure of urs 1 i ved w ·th . • 102 

Houd i ,n a I I eue or even a quarter of a 1; eue 

an bu t found th 
of t he E emse 1 ves with in the boundaries of the department 

the 
O 

i r • although theY lived three or four Ii eue away from 
ure -et -L • 

market the M· of Dreux. The di strict of Montfort , under the direction of 

in i st . er of t he 
invest . Interior then nominated a commissioner to 

the e matter . Wh i le meeting with the MunicipalitY of oreux, 
,gate th 

commi ssi o 
Who ner was surpri sed when he met a farmer of Goussainville 

Pleaded • 
Dreu wi

th 
t he Directory of oreux for permission to provision 

an Houdan even though he Jived in the canton of Houdan. 
x rather th 

Further • 
far invest igations revealed that since September J792, the 

mers around H 
forced oudan , Montfort and Neauph Je-le-Chateau had been 

se 
11 

at fixed prices which were 25 ,;vres th• seti er• 
to 

mea sure of 
Ap Neauphle and 24 7;vres the setier , measure of Montfort.• 

Parentl 
oft Y, 

th
is submission had been extracted bY two representatives 

pouvoir • t th dist . executif provisoire who had been sent from paris 

O 

e he 

r1ct of 
di st . Montfort. This had caused a fl ;ght of grain from 

the 

r1ct of st i 
11 

Montfort to the 

surrounding districts where grain was 

OirectorY of th• district of Montfort 

being sold freely . The 

---
the 

102 
lieu 103 or 7 i eue = 3. 898 m. Weight ·ff t markets within 

same di st s_ and _measures could va,:Y i ~ di f eMrentfort 1 'AmaurY . 
r,ct, in this case the district 

O 

on 
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concluded that 

terr it ory wh ich 

it wa s dangerou s to fix the price of grain in a 

wa s surrounded by free markets. The Municipality of 

a different so Jut ion. rt demanded a fixed price of 

th
e markets of the Repub 1 i c so that it would make no 

Houdan offered 

grain . in a 11 

difference to farm 
ers where they sold their grain.

1
1),4 

a,ned ground in the department, rt was taken up bY 
This ,·d ea g • 

the govern · Maximum mg circles in the Seine-et-Oise, The demand for the 

' when vi 
Persp ewed from a departmental, rather than from a Parisian 

emerges not as a cherished tenet of radical politics 
ect i ve 105 

Wh ich was 

Unitedl y by th 
Se · e ordinary people and the administrators of the 

ine -et-Oise 
fact . who 1 ook ed upon it as an instrument for surv ;va 1 • r n 

off · . e rne -et -Oi se the demand for the Max ;mum was f irS

t 

forced 
upon a reluctant government but as a demand voiced 

' in the S • 

. , c ,a lly ' 
1t a voice by the administrators of the department who saw in 

means 
of preventing tts food reserves from being swallowed up bY 

104 found A 11 th t be Mu · . in A e papers re lat tng to th• affair of Houda_n ar• 

0 

8 :~~•pa litr~/ :IJ/221. See especia llY th• ljtts· ~r:~trep~{m~~~ 
exp 

1 

a 27, 

1792 

oudan to th• M; n i ster of th• n beri 

O 
11 1792

• the 
co . nation , and to the convent ;on on octo er ' ' the 
Se:;sstone/ritded by_ the DirectorY of th• d_iS

t
ri~t J:nrg~: ~~ 27 

of thmber, 1792· the D1rectorY of th• d1str1c.~ °t of the otrectorY 
the Me district' the report drawn up bY th• pres• •~fter his visit to 
of th un 1c i pa lit of Montfort on October 20, I 7

9it bY th• o;rectorY 
Seine e distric( of Houdan and the letter wrl ;"the department of 

----

·et-01 of Montfort to th• DirectorY 

0 

• • se on October 25, 1792, 

1

oa 

1 

For • L• vi• chl!r•• 

· OJ 
th

e Parisian perspective s•• Ma
th

,ez, 
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Par is . So a l ook at 
enabl 

th
e food problem from a departmental perspective 

es us to re • 
- interpret certain aspects of governmental policy. 

the idea of the Maximum was accepted bY the 

of the department of the Seine-et-Oise. The same 
In November 

elector ' al assembly 

th
e procureur d · d dd to the syn ,c rew up an a ress 

month Goujon 
C ' He collected J38 signatures and presented it to the 
onvent · ion 

Convent · ion on November 19 ' 1792. 106 

Goujon' 
un 

5 
address began with the statement that the principle of 

regulated the commerce of grain was 

incompatible with the existence of 

composed of a small number of 

Republ • ,c. The R capit . epublic was 

al,sts and 
traded . a 1 arge number of poor. The caP ;ta lists were those who 

,n gra; 
by eff n for the purpose of enriching themselves, This theY did 

ecting . • cap. a continuous rise in the pr ;ce of grain, Not only did 

th

e 

ltalists 
wa control the prices of grain, but theY al so contro ]led 

th

e 

9es of l abo • di 

5 

r as we 11. The resu 1 t, argued Goujon, was a growing 

Proport · 
fron, rnn between wages and grain prices, While da ilY wages ranged 

16 to 18 • 
36 . so 

1 
s, the set; er of wheat weighing 260-270 

1 
,vres co

5

l 

l1vres 

. These d ff ·c1·ent to ,;ve on' 
With a ily wages were no longer su 

1 

the p · f 11 inct;v ·ct rice of bread so high. The result was the total ruin o a 

1 uals who lived by manua 1 labor. 
101 

----I~ -

also Archi •475-476, Th• text is 
reprodu/~s_parlementaires,. Jst, ser,, 

5
b
8

··stances, 1:195~199 -
e in Defresne and Evrard, Les su 

51 

107 
Archiv 58•475 es parlementaires, Jst, ser,, • • 
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Gou · Jon went 
on to say that un 1 imited freedom of commerce had 

the people . The numerous insurrections bore 
with become unpopular 

this t 
O th

at. The Legislative Assembly had also recognized amp le w. itness t 

ruth with • 
far ,ts law of September 16, 1793. But the law did not go 

enough and if ·t 
to the 

1 
remained unchanged, it would cause greater i 11 s 

subsist ,c · 
1 
t was up to the Repub 1 ic to provide for the Repub l • 1oa 

about . of its people. And this could be done bY bringing 
ence of all 

proportion between dailY wages and the price of bread 

only be achieved by setting a maximum on the price of 
a Just 

Which could 

bread. 109 

Goujon 

regu lat 1· ons 
179 ' 

2. But it 

next went on to request a return to the ancient 

many of which had been brought back in the course of 

added to these regulations the demand that large farms 

broke t f n up for theY helped to concentrate large amoun s 

0 

should be 

9ra in . 1n 
the hands of the guilty. No person could farm more than 120 

a proprietor cou 1 d not exP 1 o it more 
th

an one 

The proprietor should be obliged to rent out 

th

e 
arpents of l u • and and 
n1ted body of 

t-est 
land 

of the land uo 

It . 
for is true that this address did not specifY a uniform maximum 

a 11 
•dmi n. of the Repub 1 ic. But it did suggest that a centra 1 

istration, chosen by the people be put in charge of provisioning 

-----108 
Ibid. 

109 
Ibid. 

llo 
Ibid ., 475 -476. 
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all of 

between 

Pointed 

t he Repub l ic 
in order to e 1 imi na te the ruinous competition 

l ocal ad • • 
min ist r ations . By way of i ]lustrat ion, the address 

and the Seine -et -Oise. It declared that the 
to Par i s 

Prov is· ioning f 
i neff . . 

0 
Pari s which had been placed in unscrupu Jous and 

,c, ent h 

T 

and s had denuded 
heref the Seine-et -Oise of all of ;ts grain-

of co ' e address cone Juded, the abo 1 it ion of un 1 imited freedom 
ore th 

mmerce 
ma int ' adm i n i strati on of subsistence by a centra 1 body, 

enance 
Period . of 

t h
e prices of grain at a fixed price bY means of 

Price ' a
nd 

the establishment of a just proportion between the 
,claws 

of wor k 
dep and the price of gr• in were the demands of the 

artment of the Seine -et -Oise. 111 

Goujon' 
de s address s made an impress ;on on the convent ;on. some 

PUties 
Def demanded that it be put in print but others protested-

ermon 
Prop ' a deputy dee la red "that it would be verY dangerous to 

agate these 
and 

1 

ideas which lead to famine, which terrifY proprietors 

ead to the d th • Sale " T depreciation of the bien nationaux and sloW own e,r 

• he 
Convent ion therefore refused the dema

nd
."' 

Gou· h Co Jon and his supporters were a step ahead of the rest oft e 

nvent . 
Se; , on in their demand for a max ;mum- Th• peoP le of the 

ne - et -Oisehd • ·t· ofamaximumas 
a a a vested interest in the ,mpos

1 

,on 

way of 

prevent . t nt Gra ;n ;mport ;ng 

reg. mg grain from leaving the depar me • 

ions f 
wh; ch needed opposed to a max ;mum or 

to attract grain were 

IJ J 
Ibid., 476. 

112 
Ibid ., 482. 
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Precisel Y the same 
r easons. A nat ;on -wide maximum on grain prices 

i ncent ive f r om grain dealers to carrY grain to 
away t he • would t ake 

defi cit areas. 
max · among 

t h
e Convent ion Deputies were no doubt opposed to a 

Many 

imum f or ideo l • 
the d og 

1 
ca 1 reasons as we 11. The proposals put forward bY 

epartment 
subsist of 

t h
e Seine -et -Oise were defeated in the debate on 

out . e Convention in November J792- Many Deputies spoke 
ence in th 

in favor 
Th . of freedom of trade, ;rrespective of partY affiliations. 

e1r v . iew wa s 
"a 7 summed up by Lequ in io who dee Jared on November 20, that 

agitat · fh d' ,ons to procure grains , all the cries o oar ,ng, 
l public 

an menaces a a . 
Viol 

9 
,nst farmers merchants and so called hoarders, all 

ent ' measure s t 1 th Which 
O 

make grain circulate by force, are precise Y ose 

s 
th

eir c irculation, which cause this kind of artificial 
prevent 
y which d d h. h ex eso late sever• 1 corners of the Re pub 1 i c an w ,c 

t , t to those disorders caused by th• multitude who find 
care it 

Posed • 

hemselves 

fo · " '" This was 

also ' r whatever reason, exposed to starvat ,on • 
the v . • "' Max• 

1 

ew of Jean-Marie Ro land, Minister of th• rnterior-

Who Robespierre was one of the few deputies in th• convention 
1mn ien 

spoke b t beca out against un 1 imited freedom of cofll!l"rce of grain' u 
use he h d "' Louis 

ad no so 1 ut ;ons to offer, he was hooted own-

---
114 

on N See f M iciP• 1 ;ty of Paris, 

Arc/•embe; 

1

~r ex amp 1 e Ro 1 and' s speech to 
th

\ • ~~ dated November 4. 

1

ves par/ , and his letter to th• conv7e9n 
1 

d 
58

.4a1~482-
•~ntaires Jst ser ss:477-4 an • 

113 
Ibid ., 657. 

115 ' ' ' 

Ibid 54:45ff. 
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An to . in e L, eon Sai nt Just 
, a protege of Robespierre broke with his 

a vor of liberty of commerce. n
6 

speak in f 
Se; e motion advanced by the representatives of the 
Patron to 

Although t h 
was defeated in the convention , the demands for a 

did not d 

ne -et -Oise 

maximum was . i e down. Unw i 11 ;ng to uphold a law which th•Y felt 

bodie s of 
1 
ng 

th
e interests of their department, the admi n i strati ve injur · 

the 

the Sei ne -et -o,·se t t 
and th• sections of Versailles wro e o 

Convent · ,on o A 
drive n pr i 1 6, 1793 , that "un 1 i mi ted freedom of commerce 

n by a d . 
Pro . 

1 

sastrou s egot; sm was caus ;ng a terrible war between 

Prietors a 
nea 

nd 
consumers . versa i 11 es suffered in pa rt i cu la r from the 

rness of Par · 
thro 

1 

s · · • . " . The ref ore , "a genera 1 and proport ;ona 1 tax 

ughout 
h 

th
e Repub 1 i c , a rigorous deC laration of a 11 gra ;ns 

arvested 
of ' obligation to sell in the markets, in brief an uniformitY 

laws t ouching a 11 the 7 aboureurs" was demanded-"' 

On Apr. l 
mea 

1 

lB, 1793, the tone became more dramatic· lf some 

surest 
th 

O 

tax the prices of grains were not taken, the o;rectorY of 

e de 
•nd partment warned the Convention, th• results would b• disastrous 

the nat· • 
,on would hold th• convention responsible for 

th
e tearing 

apart of 
the Re pub 1 ic' perhaps a 1 so for th• destruct ;on of 1 ;bertY. "' 

117 
gect ions Les corps admi ni st rat ifs s i ,!geant ;, Versa i1 /_es et 1 es 
efrlsne de 1~ ville;, la convent/on Natfonale, dated April 6, 1793, 

ao
d 

Evrard, Les subs/stances, 1:2°
1
•
202

• 

116 Ibid. 53:664 -665. 

118 Ib'd 1 ., 202 -203. 
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The F irst Max imum 

By April 1793 
' 

however , t he t hi nki ng of t he Convent i on wa s 

changing. The 
pressures of war , spec if ;ca lly the need to feed the 

army 
was for c i ng many of the Convention Deputies to abandon 

l ar ge 

t hei r 
be 

1 
oved pri nci ple s of economic l ;bera l ism and to consider 

is i ng state cont rol s over the food reserves of the nation. It 
establ . h . 

incr easi ngly recogn ized that a census , price fixing and 
wa s • 

requis;t· 
rnns were necessary if the needs of the state and the 

army wer e t o be met. "' These ideas were put into effect in 
vol unteer 

e of May 4, 1793 , which instituted the First Maximum . The law t he decre • • 

• 
st

'PU lated t hat t he departmental administrations would have 
of May 4 • 

raw up d th an average pr ; ce for each type of grain, base on e 
to d 

Pri ces at . • • • whi ch t hese gra ins were selling 1n the various markets of 

partment between the first of January and the first of May . This 
t he de 

would serve as the max ;mum at which the grain could be sold 
Pr ice 
Within • d the department . The law also decreed that the Maximum woul be 

reduced /20 d 1/40 
every month ti 11 September by J/1D , I/2D/ • 

1 
an 

resp ectively .120 

C "' A . • the th inking of one 
onvent; good example of th is evo Jut ,on ,n b • at the con,n;ttee 

of Pub 

1

; ~nne 1 is , Pau 1 Man sf ;e ld , "Co not d '. Her f ;%orica1 Review !03 l Jul Y-Oct :afety: a rev a 1 uat ion," The Eng { 
1 
sh Hunt of the background 

Io the .
0 

er 1988): 565 -567. For a genera ar;hieZ La vie chere, 
: 157-

181
1 ~st 1 tut ion of the Maximum see• a • 

izo "D. " ou 4 mai 1793- caron, 

Comme ecret concernant /es subs;stances-
rce des cereales , JS0 - 153. 
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Among the other mea 
sures that the law of May 4 decreed was that 

cult · 
, vators and proprietors would have to make 

a 11 merc hant s' 

declarat · ion s of th 
t he e amount of grain theY had in their possession and 

amount th 
r . at remained to be threshed Mun ic ipa lit ies were given the 

ight to • d make domiciliary visits if theY suspected a false 

eclarat · ,on . Grai 
adm . . ns and flour could be sold only in pub l ;c markets and 

in,strative bod · 
from 

1 
es and mun ic i pal it ;es had the right to requis it ;on 

cultivat 
of th ors, merchants and proprietors all the grain in excess 

e amount needed f 
traded . or the consumption of the latter. All those who 

,n 
grains had t h d • th 1 f dam · o ave their names registere 1n e pace o 

icile; th • 
am ey would have to obtain certificates clearlY stating the 

aunt f 0 grain 

b 

in transaction and signed by the municipal officers 

oth • ,n the 
r place of purchase and in the place of sale. ManY of these 

egulat· 
ions had l f th s . a ready been put into effect bY the department o e 

e1ne -e • 
t -01se by the M • t ed law of September J6, but the first ax1mum urn 

out to be a disaster for the department. 

The First M • ax
1

mum in the Seine-et-Oise 
In the first place the 1aw of MaY 4, allowed a different 

max · ' 
imum f h. h or each depart~nt. This meant that depart~nts with a ,g er 

maxim 
um enjoyed an advantage as theY naturallY attracted more grain-

The mark t 
l es to which the cultivators were to take grain were 1argelY 

eft to the1·r h • ht to own discretion; everY department was given t e r,

9 
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create its 0 wn markets. Th counts_ e Se i ne-et-0 i se suffered on a 11 these 

Maxim ' the department of the Seine-et-Oise fixed a F. ,rst of all 

um earlier tha • • 
1; st f n d 

1 
d Paris. On May IO, the d irectorY decreed a 

o maximum r . 
f; xed P 

1 
ces for a 11 types of grain with that of wheat being 

the d per quint• 1. JIIIDediate ly, grain began to leave 
at 15 1ivres 121 

epartment Matters were for Paris where the Maximum had not yet been set. 

Paris not improved when the Maximum for the price of wheat in 

of a a 5 7, vres 2 so 1 s 9 deniers per qui nta 1. Th• price 
was fixed t 1 • 

sack of 
7 wheat flour weighing 320 //vres -s fixed at 69 /ivres 

so 1 s and 

W 

2 
denier, while in the Seine-et-Oise, a sack of flour 

ing 325 7 ivres cost t f t t 
were 56 lfvres. Even when th• cos so ranspor 
eigh. 

taken • 
me into account, it was advantageous for cu 11 i vators and 

rchants t 
With· 

0 
sell their grain in Paris, especiallY when th•Y Jived 

s art di stance of the c ;ty. "' so th• Jaw of MaY 
4 

• did not 
in a h 

rea11 
Y solve the t f th Se. problem of grain Jeav i ng th• departmen o • 

Se. On May 
2
8, 1793, the administrators of th• department of 

the 
ine-et-Ois e. 

ine-et-Oise 
protested strongly against this state of affairs a

nd 

th

is would lead to attacks on the Jaw wt,ich decreed free The 
War ned that 

at ion of grain in the interior of the Repub 1 iC-
circul . 

IZZ 

ch Th · deta n in the next 

apter .. ;~ argument wil 1 be worked out in 
' e Causes of Food Riots-~ 

IZI 
A. N • ' F /11/221. 
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administrat · ,on of the S • of Pari s . . erne-et-Oise demanded that the administrators 

uni form n pe i ion i ng the Convention to adopt a w, th em ,· t • t • • Jorn 'th 

method of f . • 
ixing prices throughout the Republic.• 

Meanwh 'l , eon M 27 
had ay , the Directory of the district of Pontoise 

gone furth 
send . er and had prohibited a 11 producers of grain from 

di st . 
10 

and flour to the markets outside the 1 imits of the 

dep 

mg their gra. 
letter written on MaY 27, to the DirectorY of the 

Directory of the district of Pontoise said that theY 
rict I • n a 

artment , the 

had b een moved t t 
ex 

O 

ake this measure by the excessive and frightening 

our to Paris from the district. If thiS were allowed to 
ports of fl 

90 on , the d • • 
ack i S

t
rict would suffer from scarcitY• The directory 

nowl d e ged th • 
of at this measure might inJure the principles of liberty 

comm erce but • • crit• nevertheless maintained that it was dictated bY the 

, cal c. 
ircumstances in which the district found itself.• 

This de 
di cree drew protests not onlY from Paris but also from the 

strict 
Po of Saint-Germain which was dependent on the grain of 

ntoise T 
ab he Directory of the department of the Seine-et-Oise then 

rogated 
the decree of the DirectorY of pontoise, but passed a new 

one T . h1s h o· new decree, issued on June I, ,nade the decree issued bY t e 

,rector 
o Y of Pontoise applicable to the whole of the department. Jt 

rdered • • that cu 1t i vators and proprietors could on lY se 11 their grains 

123 

•dm • Les d t de seine-et-Oise aux 
sub'nistrate • ministrateurs du dt!p•~temenf • e aand fvrard, Les 

51 

st an ur s du dt!partement de pans• De resn 

ces, 1:332-335. 
124 A. N., F/11/221/ 



and flour in t h e ma rket s within the lim1·ts f th d exc lusi on o e epartment to the 

subsistances · n une 13, the administration de of a 11 others izs O J 

of Pari s denounced h 
con t is decree as a "project really 

ce i ved t o starve Paris , and as 
federal . an oath typically caracteristic of 

, sm ,,m 

The Food riots f 0 
I793 -- the entraves 

-

1 

that the food riots took during this period best 
The form 

l lu st rate s the as nature of 

a resul t o • 
rep f the imp lementat ;on of the F ;rst Maximum. There were 

ort s th 
at wagons of grain destined for Paris were being stopped at 

s locat · . • 
Lon . 

100 

s in the Se; ne-et-Oi se, notably at crosne, L, nas, 

the problems created in the Seine-et-Oise 

variou 
gJumeau , M • • • • c ontfort L ' Amaury and RamboU i ]let. Mun1c1pa 1,t 1es of these 

1 

a so said to have supported the actions of the rioters. 

'from May 1793 the entrave became the most co1J1110n form of food 
ommun es were l 

n fact 

riot . in the s · t 
the e1ne-et -Oise. These stoppages were cJearlY an attemp on 

Part of th f th Se. e rioters to prevent grain Jeav ing the department o e 

ine -et-0. f 
ise . Since the law of MaY 4 had aggravated the problem o 

125 
A.N., F/11/221. 

>u " • 
car Projet b. • t conlll• un serment b1en 
Pr act er; se d 1 en con~u d ' aff amer pari s • e d char Jes schm idt, 
ca°cl!s verb e f edera 1 ; sme. " F erna~d Gerbaux ande conrnerce de 1 a 
Im nst i tuant aux des comitOs d' agncul ture et • n 4 vols. (Paris: 
r/r imerie eN de 1 a Legi s 1 ative et de 1 a conv:nt

1
1j 9

•
3

): I 40 ;nc Judin9 

otnotes 
1 

at1onale, J906-J9JO), 3 (JulY • 

and 2. 
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gra in leav ing t he department of t he Se ine-et-Oise, t he stoppages may 

be i nterpreted as the reaction of t he ri ot ers t o the First Maximum . 

On June 17 , the Min is ter of the Int erior Ga rat, sent a circular 

letter to all of the ni ne distr icts of t he Seine-et -Oise. Thi s letter 

said that the Seine -et -Oi se had cut off its food supply from the rest 

of France , behavior which wa s in sharp contrast to the earlier 

patri otism shown by the depa r tment. The Minis t er pointed to the 

freque nt stoppages of gra in dest i ned for ot her communes and even for 

the armies that occurred in t he var ious communes of the department. 

The letter charged that t he spir i t in which the laws concerning the 

commerce of grain was be i ng executed in the department of the 

Seine -et -Oise was that of finding guilty parties rather than of 

pre venti ng abuses . These stoppages were often accompanied by violence . 

Proces verbaux were not being seriously drawn up and the grain and 

fl our were confisc ated and distributed without giving the defendants 

the cha nce t o appeal . 121 

In the i r responses, the administrators of the districts denied 

that they were act ively involved in these stoppages and 

conf i scations . 128 The Directory of Etampes acknowledged that such 

confi scations had taken place but said that it had not yet looked into 

t he matter . The Direc t ory of Gonesse acknowledged only two such cases, 

121 
A. N., F/11/ 221. 

iu The responses of the districts of Etampes, Dourdan, Gonesse, 
Versa i lles, Montfort l'Amaury and Mantes are to be found in A.N., 
F/1 1/ 221. 

197 



grain at Sa rce 11 es , the other of fl our at Gones se, both carried 
one of • 

e national guard. The di rectory a ]so pointed out that 
out by th 

made in both these cases. oourdan insisted that 
rest· ,tution had been 

rcu at ion of grains had not been interrupted in any way in 
the free ci 1 • 

Versailles a ck now ]edged three cases of stoppages,"' 

but m • 

that district. 
aintained that in two of them the drivers had not been furnished 

per acqu,t a caution. As for the proper execution of the law With pro . • • 
'the directory wrote that it found itself caught between the 

of May 4 
people who had nothing and the farmers and proprietors who had 

ing and who calculated their gains in proportion to the misery 
everyth' 

people . The responses of the Directories of the districts of of the • • 

Mante 
sand Montfort L' Amaury were concerned almost entirely with the 

m· 
isfortunes in which the people of the two districts found themselves . 

There is not much additional information on these SIOPPages of 

grain d f ·t carts or entraves, but they seem to have continue or qu1 e 

some time. In a letter to the Directory of the di strict of Montfort 
l'Ama l • t that 

ury' the Minister of the Interior wrote that comP a ,n s 
wagons of . . d ·n the territory 

grain destined for pari s were being stoppe 
1 

of the d • • Jn fact these 
epartment of the Seine-et-Oise were continuing. 

complait . 1 . thedecreeofJulY 
n s might have played an important roe ,n 

5, which ordered bod1·es and municipalities to 
all administrative 

Sivre:• Those stoppages had most probablY taken place at Longjumeau, 

and Linas. 
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provide protect ion for th 
or the . . e transport of grain destined for the armies, 

epart ments suffering from scarcity.m 
c1t1es and d 

Anot h 
was er source of tension between Paris and the Seine-et-Oise 

the purchases of • 
the grain and flour made by the agents charged with 

ing of the capital. The law of July I, 1793, authorized 
prov is ion · 

admini st rat ors f d 

P 

O 

epa rtments and di st r i cts that 1 acked grain to make 

th
e departments with surpluses. But the law allowed such 

urcha s • es ,n 
to be made directly from individuals rather than from the 

purchases 
In these private sa Jes, the Maximum was often violated 

markets. 131 

of grain naturally preferred to make these private sales 

ra
th

er than in the market under the eyes of the police and 
and owners 

at a prof it 

the people. 
On August 18 d d d 

, the Conseil glnlral of the department eci e to 

complain to th
e Convention about the col!ll1issioners of the col!ll1une of 

flouting the Jaw of HaY 4 with impunitY bY making 
Paris who were 

Purcha 
ses above • t f th the Maximum. On August 24, the o,rec orY 

O 

e 

distr · 
,ct of v f th d ersailles also appealed to the DirectorY 

O 

e 

epartment t 0 

ask for the abrogation of the Jaw of July 6, which 

a 11 owed the 
agents of the administration of militarY subsiS

t
ence to 

130 
•dmi ni s/ DO~ret re I at if a 1 a protection A donner par •

1 

es,, cgrP; 
Jui 11 et ~•t, f s et munici paux' pour /es transport des gra1 ns. u 

79
3. Caron, commerce de• cerealeS, J56-

13! 

"D · • • manquent de 

grains " ;cret re 1 at if aux dlpartement s et di 
st 

n ct•. q_u,
7 

I 55 
· u Jer Jui 11 et 1793- Caron, commerce de• cerea es' 

J99 



buy above Max · 
,mum prices. "' The conseil-g•n•ral decided to demand a 

prices throughout the Republic. The law of July 1 
un ·f , orm maxi mum of 

e by that of August J5. The law of August 15 wh tch, 
wa s abrogat d 

mg the extraordinary needs of Paris, gave the represent• ti ves 
recogniz · 

e right to requisition food supplies for the capital 
of the people th 

ram the cultivators.m This measure did little to improve 
directly f 

s in the Se i ne -et -01 se and natural lY gave rise to renewed 
cond · , ti on • 

· The tensions between the two departments was su11111ed up by 
protest s 

t he re 
presentat i ve of the people' Roux' sent on miss ton to the 

departments f S • t O. 
0 

the Eure, the Seine-Jnf•rteure and the eine-e - ,se. 

He wrote on September 14 , 1793: 

11 
reS

t
e a vous par ler du dOpartement de Seine-et-Oise. vous 

apprendrez avec •tonnement que nos plus proches voistns ne sont 

pas de nos me i 11 eurs amt s et que l es grains que nous avons 
requ · , , le de'partement de 

,s ont ete injustement arretes par 

Seine -et -Oise. 13, 

It f the Seine-et-Oise, 

remains to tell you of the department 
0 

y l st neighbors are not 

ou will learn with surprise that our c ose have reQU is it ioned 

our best friends and the grains that you 

"' Oefrlsne and Evrard, Les subs/stances, i:
337

• •• • . er /es subs/stances -

Paris • gecret contenant des mesures pour das
5

U{erea1es, 159-
. u 15 aout 1793. Caron, commerce es -~ I ·289 see alsO 

Honf t Oefrlsne and Evrard' Le• subsi stances' 1092. • 
eur Universe/, no. 257 (14 septe~re 

17931
' 
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have been unjustly 
seized by the department of the 

Sei ne-et -Oise . 

Thus , in so far as governmental 

a big d'f , ference 
b the su~•r of 1793 , the central government actively 

policy was concerned , there was 

between the sulflller of 1792 and the sulflller of 1793-

From 1790 through 

acked the • 
lo idea of a free market, despite growing resistance from 

cal and de 
But partmental administrations lik• that of the Seine-et-Oise. 

from the 
A fall of 1792, the demands of war forced the Legislative 

ssembly t 0 

compromise on this policY until in MaY 1793, it abandoned 

econom · 1 C 1 • b 1 
eralism and returned to the regulations of th• 

Pre -re volut · 1 
onary era. In add ;t ;on to the ear 1 ;er regu Jations, a 

maximum 
re . on 

th
e pr ices of gra; n was a 1 so decreed- This program of 

g1mentat . 
r . 

1 
on was not in sta 11 ed in response to the dema

nd

s of 

th

e 

ioters b 
' ut it did conform to the demands of the rioters of 

1

7

92 

a

nd 

so won their support. 
. The food situation did not ;mprov• much even after th• 

inst . ,tut · 
it rnn of the First Maximum- NoW, however, in th• sunvner of 1793, 

l was the greed of Paris rather than the Jack of regulations that was 

argely bla th • ters' t med by the rioters for their troubles- so • no 

arget of f to attack shifted from th• /aboureurs and smaller armers 

the p 

arisians d . d P • The market riots of 
an the agents who suppJ1e aris-

1791 and 1 t ves or stoppages of 

79
2 were largelY replaced bY th• en ra 

grain • t f in 1793 of which the pr ;ma rY targets were th• transpor s o 
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grain destined for Pa ris. The peop1e who rioted in 1793, together wi th 

many of the 1oca1 administrators c1ear1y be1ieved that Paris was 

reaping the benefits of the inst itution of the First Maximum . This, 

toge ther With the fact that the grain markets were dep 1eted anyway and 

losing their importance, probab1y accounted for the shift in the 
7
ocation of riots from the markets to the highways. 

In 1793 as in 1792 the rioters seem to have had the tacit 

approva 1 of many of the administrators of the department of the 

Seine -et-Oise which probab1y accounts for the 1ack of proces verbaux 

relating to the stoppages of grain. 1~ The actions of the departmenta 7 

admini st rators during the riots of 1792 had shown that they were not 
th

e fa ithfu 1 mouthpieces of the revo 1ut ionary government of Paris· The 

interests of h th their own department came first wit em. This 

identification with a particu7ar area or 1oca1ity was a11 the more 

marked at the 7ower 1eve1s of government, that is, the district and 

especia 77y the municipa7 1eve1. These identifications surfaced again 

in 
th

e summer of 1793. But in the course of 1793, as administration 

became more and more centra 1 ized in France, departmenta 1 sensitivities 

were overridden by the centra1 government. A11 that seemed to matter 

were the interests of an abstract Republic. In practica7 terms, this 

m I h • 
Se. t n . 15 circular to the Directories of the districts of the 
re ln~-e -0 1se dated June 17, the Minister of the Interior Garat 
tPr 1manded them for the fai1ure to draw up proces verbaux, on the l 1ffJ:Jf ~ of the wagons of grain in the summer of 1793. A.N., 
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meant the interests of Paris and of the armies fighting at home 

against the counter-revolutionaries and abroad. 

The Second Maximum 

The new policy of centralization brought with it the measure for 

which the department of the Seine-et -Oise had been agitating. This was 

the law of September 11, 1793, which instituted uniform prices for 

grains throughout the Republic. 136 On 1 brumaire an II (October 22, 

1793), the Commission des subsistances et approvisionnements was set 

up to supervise the new economic regime to be instituted by this law. 

In its circular to the popular societies sent out on 9 brumaire an II 

(October 30, 1793), the Commission spelled out its duties: 

Embrasser les besoins de la nation en tout genre; conna,tre 

tout ce qu'elle possede pour en user, tout ce qui lui manque 

pour y suppleer; rassembler et distribuer dans les differents 

points les objets necessaires a l'existence, a l'entretien de 

l'homme, soit pour les citoyens de l'interieur, soit pour les 

armees; encourager, soutenir et developper l'agriculture et la 

reproduction, le commerce et l'industrie; dompter l'avidite du 

speculateur, renverser ses projets liberticides; etablir le 

bonheur du peuple sur les debris de la coalition de ces hommes 

a argent, de ceux qui ant dit: "Nous arreterons le commerce qui 

136 "Decret qui fixe un maximum du prix des grains, farines et 
f ourrages et prononce des pei nes cont re 1 'exportation." Du 11 
septembre,1793. Caron, Commerce des cereales, 164-173. 
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fait vivre le peuple, puisqu ' on arrete nos fortunes 

scanda leuses ... " 13 7 

To embrace all the needs of the nation, to know all that the 

nation possesses in order to use it and all that it lacks in 

order to supply it; to assemble and distribute to different 

areas the objects necessary for existence, for the maintenance 

of people, whether citizens of the interior or the armies; to 

encourage, protect and develop agriculture and reproduction, 

commerce and industry, to subdue the greed of the speculator, 

reverse a 11 projects destructive of 1 iberty, es tab 1 i sh the 

happiness of the people on the debris of the coalition of the 

men of money, of a 11 who have said, "We wi 11 destroy the 

commerce which keeps people alive, since they have destroyed 

our scandalous fortunes .... H 

This was the language of economic centralization and economic 

controls, anti-capitalist in its content because it forbade free and 

unhindered competition for profits in the market-place. The government 

had moved far from the liberal ideas of 1792. 

137 "Cfrculafre de la Commission des subsistances et 
approvisionnements aux societes populaires, sur la necessite de leur 
concours pour !'execution de sa tache." Du 9 brumaire an II -- 30 
octobre 1793. Caron, Commerce des cereales, 177-178. 
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The law of September 11 , 1793 , together with that of 18 

vendemiaire (October 9, 1793) and 25 brumaire (November 15 , 1793) 

attempted to rectify many of the defects of the law of May 4. The 

confusion and corruption that resulted when different agencies made 

competing claims on the resources of a particular region was to be 

eliminated or , at least, contro l led. The law of September 11 put the 

Minister of the Interior in charge of requisitioning grain from 

departments that had a surplus for those that were suffering a 

deficit. All commissions for purchase of grains and fodder emanating 

from different sources were annulled. Only the representatives of the 

people for the armies were empowered to make requisitions for the 

armies . The law of 18 vendemiaire clearly defined the circumscription 

of a market. Henceforth all villages which had frequented a market 

before 1789 were subject to requisitions for that market, even if the 

market fell within the borders of another district. No new markets 

could be established. 1
~ The decree of 25 brumaire made all the grains 

harvested in France the common property of all the French. The law 

theoretically la id down that the tota 1 ity of the harvest of a 

cultivator could be requisitioned. The administrators would provide 

the cultivators only with the amount necessary for consumption . Only 

one kind of bread was henceforth to be baked throughout the Republic, 

1
~ "Decret qui maintient dans leur arrondissements Jes anciens 

marches existants avant 1789, et defend provisoirement d'en etablir 
d'autres. 11 Du 18 vendemiaire an II -- 9 octobre 1793 . Caron, Commerce 
des cereales, 173-174. 
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and that was to be made from an amalgam of three-fourths wheat and 

one-fourth barley or rye. 1
~ 

The Second Maximum in the Seine-et-Oise. 

The law of September 11 took effect in the Seine-et-Oise by the 

decree of the Consei7-genera7 of the department, dated September 23 , 

1793. Article nineteen of the decree laid down that the municipalities 

would be responsible for the subsistence of their communes and that 

the cities should inform the department of the measures taken to 

implement the law of September 11, 1793. 

Thanks to the work of A. Defresne and F.Evrard, we have a wealth 

of information on the measures taken by the authorities of the 

district of Versailles. 140 District officials appear to have made 

sincere efforts to implement the measures decreed by the law of 

September 11. The sum total of these measures was to bring the whole 

system of food distribution under the control of the district 

authorities. Subsequently commerce in foodgrains was largely a state 

controlled activity. The markets were no longer arenas for profit 

making but rather so many loci for the distribution of food. 

Despite the institution of the Maximum, the food crisis reached 

alarming proportions in Versailles in September and October 1793. With 

139 "Decret relatif a la circulation des grains et 
7 'approvisionnements des marches." Du 25 brumaire an II -- 15 novembre 
1793. Caron, Commerce des cereales, 180-181. 

1
~ Defresne and Evrard, Les subsistances, vol. 2. 
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the institution of the Maximum , foodgrains disappeared from the 

markets because cultivators had no desire to sell at the controlled 

pri ce. Famine threatened the district. Thereupon, the departmental and 

district authorities took extraordinary measures to provision the 

city . On 21 vendemiaire an II (October 12 , 1793) , it was decreed by 

the Directory of the department that cultivators who owned one or more 

ploughs had to bring 3 set;ers of wheat , rye , mete;? , or barley per 

plough to the local market. 141 Commissioners appointed by the 

district , diverted to the gren;er d'abondance all the flour found in 

the mill s of the district. 14
' Commissioners were sent to Dourdan, 

Etampes, Corbeil , Gonesse and Pontoise and to the neighboring 

Eure -et-Loir to buy grain for Versailles. 1
" 

The markets were closely control led. In order to buy at the 

markets each person had to secure a certificate endorsed by at least 

two municipal officers which stated that the person had a real need 

for grain. The certificate would also specify the amount and kind of 

grains that could be bought. Bakers too had to have similar 

certificates. Bakeries were also kept under close surveillance . The 

Municipality of Versailles encouraged the bakers to provision 

themselves in the markets outside the city by giving them an indemnity 

for the costs of transport. Subsidies were also accorded to bakers for 

141 Ibid., 82-83. 

142 Ibid . , 93. 

143 I b id . , 114 -115 . 
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each sack of grain they secured beyond t heir ordinary consumpt ion. But 

ultimately the task of providing the bakers with grain fell on the 

city . The munic ipality closely supervised the quality and quantity of 

bread sold by each baker within the city.~• Every citizen had to make 

a declaration to the section in which he lived , stating the names of 

all the members of his family and the name of the baker from whom the 

family bought its bread. Every family received a certif icate 

containing thi s information . This information was also sent to the 

municipality which then determined the amount of flour that each baker 

was to receive. The municipality took steps to ensure that people who 

were buying from bakers did not also provision themselves at the grain 

market and that people from neighboring communes did not take bread 

out from the city. The municipality determined the price of bread as 

well as the amount of bread that each individual could buy. 1
e 

This system was by no means unique to Versailles. In Dourdan, 

in Mantes and presumably in the other districts too, the same program 

of controls was instituted. 1
~ But it was by no means an easy task. 

Cultivators could evade the Maximum by selling at night. They could 

evade the requisitions by citing a variety of excuses: a faulty census 

M• Ibid., 180-183. 

145 Ibid., 191-192. 

w6 For Dourdan, see Emile Auvray, "L'administration municipale de 
Dourdan," 125-130. For Mantes, see Eugtne Grave, "Les subsistances t 
Mantes en 1793 et 1794, 11 Recherche et publication des documents 
relatifs a la vie economique de la Revolut ion. Comite departemental 
de Seine -et-Oise 2 (1908): 60-70. 
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which had overestimated the amount of grains harvested , the lack of 

tran sport and the lack of threshers. Bakers , hoping to squeeze out 

profits from prices that did not allow much profit margin , sold a very 

poor quality bread , more bran than flour . They also sold secretly to 

out of town consumers at prices above the Maximum. Despite the ban on 

making pastries or baking more than one type of bread, they continued 

to do so , much to the frustration of municipal officials. 10 

Early in 1794 , as food supplies in the granaries ran out, the 

problems loomed larger than ever. 1
~ By late January 1794, the market 

in Versailles was showing serious signs of strain . On 2 pluvi6se 

(January 21, 1794), there were only 55 setiers of wheat and 4 setiers 

of oats for more than 2000 buyers. On 8 pluvi6se (January 27, 1794), 

there were 102 setiers, but the number of buyers was considerable. 1
~ 

On 23 pluvi6se (February 11, 1794), the administration of the district 

of Versailles wrote to the Commission de subsi stances about the 

alarming situation in Versailles. Although grain was only being 

delivered in its smallest measure, the boisseaux, it still did not 

suffice, and 1000 to 1200 people were leaving the market without being 

147 Defresne and Evrard , Les subsistances, 2:116, 179, 186 , 
191 -192. 

148 The results of the census of grains for the district of 
Versailles, completed in December 1793, showed that the harvest could 
support the population for six months. This made the harvest of 1793 
an average one for the district of Versailles . Defresne and Evrard, 
Les subsistances, 2:43. 

149 I b id . , 2 2 9 . 
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able to buy grain. Because of the crush of buyers, it was becoming 

impossible to keep the registers which were used to keep track of the 

amount bought and sold. Each market day was a "day of grief". The 

municipality had been forced to reduce the number of market days to 

two per decade. 150 

A large number of buyers came from the neighboring district of 

Saint-Germain-en-Laye where conditions were worse than in Versailles. 

The Municipality of Versailles wanted to, but could not in the name 

of liberty, exclude these buyers who had come provided with 

certificates issued by their municipalities which testified to their 

need."1 On 25 pluvi6se an II (23 February, 1794), there was no grain 

in the market-place of Versailles. Defeated, the municipality handed 

over the responsibility of provisioning Versailles to the district. 

On 5 vent6se, the administrators of the district wrote to the 

Committee of General Security, that the lack of subsistence could 

cause trouble at any time in the market-place. Desperate men and women 

were running from commune to commune in search of food and coming back 

empty handed. 152 

On 27 nivose an II (January 16, 1794), the Commission des 

subsistances et des approvisionnements had granted Versailles 

150 Ibid. The decree of 19 nivose an II (January 8, 1794) had 
reduced the number of market days to two per decade. 

151 lb id. 

I~ Ibid., 229-230. 
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emergency help of 10,000 quintals of grains, to be requisitioned from 

the districts of Gonesse, Dourdan, Corbeil , Montfort, Etampes and 

Pontoise. 153 But these districts were loathe to respond to these 

requisitions and the commissioners of the district who were sent to 

speed up requisitions met with little success. The situation worsened 

with time. On 5 germinal (March 25), there remained only 50 sacks of 

flour in the public granary, which would serve only one-third of the 

needs of Versailles for the next day. 154 A new requisition of 300 

sacks of flour from the districts of Etampes and Dourdan, followed by 

another one of 600 sacks tided the city over an immediate crisis. But 

the relief was only momentary. Henceforth, requisitions proved 

increasingly difficult to realize because the supplies of the communes 

being requisitioned were becoming exhausted. 1
~ An attempt to obtain 

requisitions from the district of Montfort l'Amaury (renamed Montfort 

le Brutus) triggered a rebellion in the communes of Martin des Champs 

and Osmoy on 30 floreal an II (May 19, 1794) and the commissioners 

barely escaped with their lives. 06 

In May 1794, the lines for bread became longer and longer, 

causing great unease for the administrators. On 18 floreal an II (May 

1
~ Table of aid given to Versailles in Defr~sne and Evrard, Les 

subsistances, 2:502. 

154 Ibid., 216. 

155 I b id . , 21 7 . 

156 I b id . , 2 48 . 
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7, 1794), grain markets were reduced to one per decade . 157 In late 

June and early July, the markets remained deserted and the scarcity 

continued. On 28 prairial (June 16, 1794), supplies from the granary 

of Versailles to the city and the surrounding communes was reduced by 

a third. Then on 2 messidor (June 20), bread rations were reduced. It 

was decreed that all individuals below eight years of age would 

receive half a pound of bread and all those above eight would receive 

a pound of bread per day. 1
~ What saved Versailles from famine during 

these critical months was the increasing use of rice. 159 On 16 

thermidor {August 3), the municipality undertook the charge of 

preparing a special type of flour made from a mixture of wheat and 

rye . 160 Al though the Convention had decreed on September 11, 1793, 

that "Republican bread" would henceforth no longer be made of pure 

wheat, it appears that people in the cities had clung to their bread 

of pure wheat till the supplies of wheat ran out. 1
~ 

All through the second half of 1794, the difficulties in 

securing enough prov is i ans continued. The decree of 14 fruct i dor 

157 I b i d . , 88 . 
158 I b i d . , 118 . 

~
9 Both on 28 prairial and 2 messidor, the administration 

~upp lemented the meager rat ions of bread with rice. Defresne and 
Evrard, Les subsistances, 2:118. 

160 I b i d . , 61 . 
161 In Oourdan, it was not till prairial an II (May-June, 1794 ) 

that the municipality ordered this amalgam. In Mantes, on the other 
hand, the amalgam was being practiced from the beginning of 1794. 
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(August 31) of the Consej] general of the distr ict of Versailles 

charged the farmers wi th disobedience of the Maximum and refusal to 

fulfill their obligations. Another decree , passed the next day, 

required citizens to serve as threshers. But these steps proved to be 

insufficient. To judge from the reports that the administration sent 

to the Commission du commerce et approvisionnements, the district was 

living from day to day in October .•~ On 9 brumaire an III (October 

30, 1794), the Commission du commerce ordered new requisitions for 

Versailles from the districts of Dourdan and Montfort and also from 

Evreux in the department of the Eure. But these requisitions were 

executed with excruciating slowness because of the resistance of the 

cultivators of those districts. 153 There were tumultuous scenes in 

front of bakeries as people jostled for bread. On 6 frimaire an III 

(November 20, 1794), Bizard, the national agent for the district of 

Versailles denounced the inhumanity of those who "with the excuse of 

searching for bread which they often did not need, knocked down the 

women gathered in front of the bakeries, hit them, bruised them with 

their elbows to push them away, wounding those who were pregnant and 

152 The reports are dated 23 vendemiaire an III (14 October, 
1794), 3 brumaire an III (24 Qctober, 1794), 10 brumaire an III (31 
October, 1794). Defresne and Evrard, Les subsistances, 2:218-219. 

153 Pages 282-312, vol. 2 of Defresne and Evrard, Les 
subsistances, include several valuable documents which testify to the 
tremendous resistance of the cultivators to the requisitions and the 
ensuing bitterness between Versailles and these districts. 
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causing them to have miscarriages . "1
~ Bizard ' s denunciation, clearly 

conveys the desperation of those looking for bread in the winter of 

1794. 

The same desperation was felt in other districts as well. From 

the month of pluvi6se an II (January-February, 1794), the Directory 

of the district of Mantes began pleading for help from the Convention, 

the Commission des subs;stances , and the Representatives on 

Mission. 165 From the month of vent6se, several municipalities began 

to restrict the amount of grain that an individual could purchase from 

the markets even for personal consumption. Since this amount did not 

exceed 5 1;vres per week, the officials worried that workers were not 

getting enough nourishment for the hard work that they had to do in 

the countryside. But two-thirds of the cultivators of the district had 

exhausted their resources and all efforts to persuade the big 

cultivators to bring grain to market had failed. So there was little 

else that could be done. 1
~ It did not help relations between Mantes 

and Paris, when agents of the Commission des Subsjstances diverted 

1
~ Proclamation de l'agent national . aupr~s du district de 

Versailles a ses concitoyens, Defresne and Evrard, Les subsistances, 
2:315. 

1
~ A.D .Y., 2 LM, (district of Mantes), 7. 

166 Letters of the Directory of Mantes to the Commission des 
subsistances, dated 12 vent6se, and to the citizen Isore, 
representative of the people charged with the provision.ing of Paris, 
dated 16 vent6se an II, A.D.Y ., 2 LM (district of Mantes), 7. 
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grain that they found or seized from the granges of cultivators to the 

capital. 157 

The situation was no doubt bad at Versailles and Mantes, which 

at the best of times, did not produce enough for their own needs, but 

it was not much better in the more productive districts like Dourdan. 

The regime which was associated with Robespierre became totally 

discredited with his fall on 9 thermidor an II (July 27, 1794). The 

cultivators of Dourdan no longer obeyed the law of September 11, 1793. 

They sold above the Maximum at their homes and refused to bring grains 

to market or to fulfill their requisitions. By the end of fructidor 

an II, Dourdan owed 12,000 quintals to Versailles and 18,000 quintals 

to the Seventeenth division of the army in grains that had been 

requisitioned but not delivered. Versailles had to protest repeatedly 

and send commissioners to Dourdan to secure even a part of these 

requisitions. In the city of Dourdan, the price of the nine-pound loaf 

of bread rose from the usual to 33 sols in brumaire, an III. 1
~ 

The national agent acknowledged in frimaire that the Maximum had 

collapsed in the district. 169 By the end of 1794, conditions were 

157 Letter of the Directory of the district to the Commission des 
Subsistances, dated 12 vent6se, A.D.Y., 2 LM (district of Mantes), 7. 

1
~ Normally, a pound of ordinary bread sold slightly above 2 sols 

per pound. 
1
~ Emile Auvray, "Les subsistances dans le district de Dourdan 

pendant la Convention thermidorienne," Recherche et publication des 
documents relatifs a la vie economique de la Revolutior,. Comite 
departemental de Seine-et-Oise 14 (1935-1937): 37-38. 
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deteriorating in the department of the Seine-et -Oise. There were bread 

riots in Versailles on 22 frimaire (December 12, 1794) -- the first 

serious disturbance since 1792. But the worst was still to come . 

Looking back at the period September 1793 to December 1794, one 

is struck by the absence of food riots in the Seine-et-Oise. It is 

true that part of this period, September 1793 , through July 1794 , was 

the period of the Terror, but this alone cannot explain this period 

of internal calm. After all, food riots had always been illegal . The 

ancjen regjme had always been extremely sensitive to food riots as 

were the revolutionary governments from 1789 onwards. The latter never 

forgot that it was the food crisis of 1788-1789 that had led to the 

people's participation in revolutionary politics. The government had 

always been harsh in dealing with rioters. But that had not prevented 

people from rioting. And they probably would have rioted in 1793-1794 

had they felt that conditions called for such expressions of protest. 

But during the period September 1793 through December 1794 the 

government was doing what the people had demanded that it do, that is, 

regulate the system of food distribution. After all, the popular 

belief was that that control of the commerce of grain would protect 

the interests of ordinary people. It is true that the food situation 

remained desperate but in most cases people attributed this to 

non-compliance with governmental regulations by selfish interests 
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rather than to defec ts i n t he system itself. 1ro Th i s , together with 

t he fact that there wa s no t much grain t o seize, probably accounted 

for the patience with which the people bore thei r suffering during 

t hi s per iod. 111 

After the abolition of the Max imum 

It was after the abolition of the Maximum and the establishment 

of the l iberty of commerce on 4 niv6se an I II (December 24, 1794) that 

the worst period of suffering began . The law of 4 niv6se made it legal 

to sell grain outside the market s and al so to transport grain without 

the acquit a caution . Export of grain out s ide the country remained 

prohibited. 1
n If the author i ties had hoped that the abolition of the 

Ma ximum would bring grain back to the market , they were soon 

disillusioned . The markets remained deserted. The law of 4 niv6se, 

. iro See for example the section titled Doleances in Defr~sne and 
Evrard, Les subsistances, 2:215 -241 . 

111 Georges Lefebvre and Albert Math iez have al so expressed the 
view that the government, through the institution of the system of the 
Maximum and the regulation of the system of food distribution does 
appear to have ensured that the minimum necessary for subsistence was 
available to the people. See Lefebvre's introduction to the Documents 
relatifs a l'histoire des subsistances dans le district de Bergues, 
2 vols. (Lille: C. Rabbe , 1914-1921), LXXXIV; also Mathiez, La vie 
chere, 2:120. In the Seine -et -Oise , the situation would certainly have 
been much worse without the heroic efforts of the local and district 
administrations to secure food for the people . 

112 "Decret relatif a la suppression de toutes Jes lois portant 
fixation d'un maximum sur le prix des denrees et des marchandises." 
Du 4 nivose an I I I - - 24 decembre. Caron, Commerce des cereal es 

' 234-235. 
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gave the districts the right to provision markets by requisitioning 

grain from cultivators, proprietors and merchants for a period of one 

month. But requisitions did not help matters. Binois , the national 

agent in the district of Dourdan wrote in pluviose, to Charles 

Delacroix, the representative on mission in the department of the 

Seine-et-Oise that: 

Les cultivateurs profitent de la liberte que leur assure la loi 

du 4 nivose et vendent leurs denrees a des prix exorbitants a 
des commer~ants etrangers .. . De nombreux cultivateurs vendent 

m~me au prejudice de leurs requisitions. 1
n 

The cultivators , profiting from the liberty that the law of 4 

nivose provides them are se 11 ing their grains at exorbitant 

prices to foreign merchants ...... Some cultivators sell even at 

the expense of their requisitions. 

By ventose, the Municipality of Dourdan could no longer find 

grains to buy within the district. On 15 ventose (March 5), it asked 

the representative on mission in the department of the Eure for 

permission to buy in the district of Janville, a request that was 

in Cited in Auvray, "Les subsistances dans le district de 
Dourdan," 41. 
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refused. Such this was the state of the district situated right next 

to the Beauce ! 174 

The situation was no better in Mantes. On 19 niv6se (January 8) 

there were 150 quintals of grain and flour in the market of Mantes but 

eight hundred buyers. Despite the presence of the mayor and the 

National Guard, there was absolute disorder in the market-place as 

people fought for the grain. Many cried in despair "kill us or give 

us bread". Most had to leave the market-place without making any 

purchases. On 19 niv6se, the Municipality of Mantes observed: 

Depuis la liberte de la circulation des grains, nous avons la 

douleur de voir que l'Ego1sme, l'Agiotage et la Cupidite 

s'agittent en tous sens pour nous conduire a la famine. Le 

fermier et le cultivateur n'apportent sur la halle qu'une 

petite quantite de ble, et vend chez lui a des prix 

exorbitans. 115 

Since the freedom of circulation of grains, we sadly observe 

that egotism, speculation and greed are bringing us to famine. 

The farmer and cultivator bring only a small quantity of grain 

to the markets and sell in their homes at exorbitant prices. 

174 Ibid. 

1
" Cited in Eug~ne Grave, "Les subsistances a Mantes de messidor 

an II a messidor an III," Recherche et publication des documents 
relatifs a la vie economique de la Revolution. Comite departemental 
de Seine-et-Oise 4 (1910-1911):41. 
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The price of bread began to rise at a frightening rate. By 

13 pluviose (February 1) , the price of the eight-pound loaf of bread 

had risen to 6 sols 3 denier per pound . On 13 ventose (March 3) it was 

8 sols 6 denier per pound, a price beyond the reach of most people. 

From messidor an II to vent6se an III, the price of bread had risen 

from 26 sols to 3 livres 10 sols. On 14 ventose (March 4), the new 

municipality observed that "despite all the precautions, all these 

measures, it has not been possible to arrive at the goal desired, that 

of providing for the needs of this commune and provisioning the 

markets 11
• 

176 

Conditions were even worse in the districts of Versailles and 

Saint-Germain. In Versailles, by January 1795, the reserves of the 

cultivators were exhausted and the district was dependant on the 

requisitions from other districts. On 17 niv6se an III (January 6, 

1795) , the Commission du commerce et approvisionnements had ruled that 

requisitions made earlier in favor of Versailles would be extended for 

two months. These requisitions proved no easier to obtain than the 

earlier ones. In fact, by the month of March, they had all but dried 

up. The people of Versailles were then reduced to eight ounces of 

bread per day. Towards the end of the month the supply was sometimes 

reduced to four ounces. On 27 germinal (16 April) people received two 

ounces. 177 This state of affairs continued in floreal and prairial. 

116 Ibid., 47. 

in Defr~sne and tvrard, Les subsistances, 2:419, 422-423. 
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Versailles was in the grip of a famine. The once proud city was 

reduced to pleading with Paris for food. 

On 3 pluvi6se (January 22) the Consejl general of the commune 

of Versailles asked the Convention to regard Versailles as a faubourg 

of Paris. Repeated requests were made to assimilate the provisioning 

of Versailles to that of Paris. The municipality pointed out that if 

the ration of the Parisians was reduced by half an ounce per day, it 

would be enough to provide the people of Versailles with eight ounces 

of bread every day. 1
n The sporadic help that Paris accorded 

Versailles was not enough. On 5 messidor an III (June 23, 1795), the 

Consejl general of the commune of Versailles wrote to the Committee 

of Public Safety, that Versailles had been in the grips of famine for 

twenty-five days. No bread had been distributed in the last five days. 

It was impossible to buy flour even in distant markets because of the 

competition of a large number of agents who bought at exorbitant 

prices and pushed up prices of grain. 119 On 22 messidor an III (10 

July, 1795) the mayor and the municipal officers of Versailles wrote 

to the Committee of Public Safety, "our condition is still the same : 

a lot of tranquillity but no bread. 111
~ 

i n Ibid. , 421-424. At 8 ounces per person, Versailles could make 
do with 60 sacks of flour per day. 

in Ibid., 423-424. 

1
~ "Notre ~tat est toujour~ le mfime: beaucoup de tranquilli t ~ et 

point de pain . " Defresne and Evrard, Les subsjstances, 425. 
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Table 3.1. State of markets in district of Versailles , Year III. 

Dates in two 
Name of calendars Amount of Price 
Market grai n in 

Revolutio - Grego - livres 
nary rian 

3 pluvi6se Jan 22 14 seUers 
of wheat 

13 pluvi6se Feb 1 none 

Versailles 
22 pluvi6se Feb 10 none 

26 pluvi6se Feb 14 none 

3 vent6se Feb 21 none 

22 vent6se Mar 12 none 

19 pluvi6se Feb 7 2 quintals 
of flour , 
little grain 

Chevreuse 
26 plu vi6se Feb 14 none 

3 vent6se Feb 21 none 

3 pluvi6se Jan 22 15 seUers 
of wheat 

Limours 16 pluvi6se Feb 4 none 

23 pluvi6se Feb 11 2 setiers of 50 
wheat 

2 vent6se Feb 20 2 sacks of 60 
wheat 

27 niv6se Jan 16 none 
Longjumeau 

29 pluvi6se Feb 17 none 

Palaiseau 1st decade Dec none 
of niv6se 21-30 

Source: A. Defresne and F. Evrard, Les subsistances dans le district de 
Versailles, 2vo1s. (Rennes: ImprimerieOberthur, 1921 -1922), 2:350-351. 
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The last remark is striking. It is true that even during these 

times of famine , Versailles and indeed the whole department of the 

Seine-et -Oise did not witness food riots on the scale of 1792. This 

is not to say that there was absolute calm. There were bread riots in 

Saint -Germain on 17 germinal. Stoppages of carts of grain were 

repeatedly reported in Mantes. But these riots were not comparable 

with those of March and April 1792. One obvious explanation is that 

people were too exhausted to riot. People usually rioted when there 

was the fear of famine. Once famine was upon them, all their energies 

were diverted to survival. Another point to bear in mind is that the 

authorities were really referring to the situation in the 

market-place. The market-place was quiet in Versailles in the first 

half of 1795 because the markets were usually deserted. Table 2.1 

gives us an idea of the state of some of the markets in the district 

of Versailles during the months of niv6se, pluviose and vent6se 

(December-January, January-February, February-March) in 1795. From 22 

pluvi6se to 8 messidor an III, for twenty-three consecutive markets 

there was no grain at Versailles. 181 The situation was not much better 

elsewhere. Reports from all the districts mentioned the emptiness of 

the market-place and the obstinate refusal of the cultivators to bring 

grain to market.'~ People realized that rioting in the market -place 

181 Ibid., 351. 
182 The best source of information are the comptes decadaires 

which are reports drawn up every ten days by the district 
administrators and which give detailed information on a range of 
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would no t bri ng t hem food . The ma rket -place had lost its importance . 

He nce , market r iots had lost t heir s igni ficance. In its report to the 

Commis s ion of Publ ic Safety , t he adm inis tra t ion of the department of 

the Seine-et -Oise summed up the si tuat ion in the department for the 

second and th i rd decades of me ssi dor an III. 

La circulation des denrees n'eprouve aucune entrave. Les 

marches sont proteges , surs et tranquilles. On n' y vont que des 

legumes et les fruit s de la saison. m 

The circulation of foods t uff are not hindered in any way . The 

markets are protected , secure and tranqu i 1. One sees only 

vegetables and fruits of the season there. 

The Riots of the Year III: The raids on farms 

But the department was not really as quiet as the reports would 

have us believe. In the Year III (September 1794-September 1795), the 

Seine-et -Oise witnessed quite another type of food riot. Groups of 

matters from the public spirit t o the state of the markets. 
Unfortunately, not many of these reports survive , but the few that do 
are invaluable . For Do~rdan , A.D. Y. , 1 LM 390, comptes decadaires for 
thermidor-fructidor ; Etampes, A.D.Y., 1 LM 391, comptes decadaires 
from messidor an III to brumaire an IV; Gonesse, A.D.Y . , 1 LM 392, 
comptes decadaires for the first decade of vendemiaire; Mantes, 
A.D.Y. , 1 LM 393, messidor -thermidor an III; Pontoise, A.D.Y., I LM 
395, comptes decadaires from prairial to fructidor an III; 
Saint -Germain-en -Laye, A.D.Y . , 1 LM 396 from floreal an III to 
vendemiaire an IV; Versailles, A.D.Y., 1 LM 397, floreal-fructidor an 
III. 

1
~ Oefr~sne and tvrard, Les subsistances , 2:362. 
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thirty to forty people , mostly day laborers from the countryside began 

to show up at the larger farms where they searched out grain , 

distributed it among themselves and paid the cultivator a sum they 

judged reasonable . There had been raids on farms in 1792, but the 

intent of the rioters then had been quite different from those of 

1795. In 1792 , the rioters checked out carefully the amount of grain 

at the farms and then directed the farmers to bring specified 

quantities of grain to market. No grain was bought or sold on the 

site. The intention of the rioters in 1792 had been to restore the 

importance of the market-place which had been waning because of the 

decrees liberalizing commerce in foodgrains. In 1795, there was no 

thought of the market-place which had lost importance as the physical 

space where grain was traditionally bought and sold. With the decline 

of the market-place, market riots also declined in importance. 1
8-4 

Their place was taken by raids on the farms of cultivators, for it was 

here that grain was to be found in 1795. There were a few such 

incursions in the district of Versailles in niv6se (December-January) 

and pluvi6se (January-February) an III. 185 

184 Edward Thompson has also pointed to a parallel process in 
Enqland in the late eighteenth century. He has commented, "In 1766 and 
afterwards there were fewer crowd actions in the market place because 
less grain was being sold there. Sales were removing to inns, and the 
open market was in some places coming to an end." See Edward 
Thompson, "The Moral Economy Reviewed," in Customs in Common (London: 
Merlin Press, 1991). 

IBs Defr~sne and tvrard, Les subsistances, 2:446. 
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The raids commenced on a larger scale in the district of Dourdan 

in vent6se (February-March). 186 When reports of such raids on the 

farms began to come in from the district of Dourdan, Charles 

Delacroix, the representative of the people, dismissed it as yet 

another ruse on the part of the cultivators to avoid requisitions. But 

on 15 germinal an III (April 4, 1795), the national agent for the 

district of Dourdan wrote a letter to Charles Delacroix which 

testified not only to the truth of the operations, but also to the 

fact that they were becoming more frequent . Binois pointed out that 

scarcity was the most important motive behind these raids, and so any 

resistance would only make them more dangerous. 187 These raids spread 

from Dourdan to the district of Corbeil as well, but they appear to 

have died down after messidor (June -July) an III. These testify to the 

fact that people were tracing grains to their source -- to the farms 

of the cultivators. If the cultivators would not bring grains to 

market, they would go to the homes of the cultivators and get grains 

at a price they deemed just. 

The markets continued to decline despite the fact that from 4 

thermidor (July 22, 1795) the government once again began a process 

of whittling away at the liberty of commerce and tried to return the 

~ For details see chapter II, "The Geography of Food Riots." 

1
~ Auvray, "Les subsistances dans le district de Dourdan," 42. 
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monopoly of buying and selling grain to the markets . 1
~ The law of 7 

vendemiaire an IV (September 28 , 1795) embodied the new spirit of 

regulation. The law prohibited the sales of grain outside the markets , 

although some exceptions were made in favor of those who did not 

harvest and the bladiers. In order to buy in the market -place , all 

individuals had to secure a certificate from their municipalities and 

they could buy only enough to last till the next harvest. Districts 

were authorized to requisition cultivators to provision the markets 

and to use force against the latter if necessary. The choice of 

markets was also taken away from the cultivators for it was left to 

the authorities to determine which market a particular cultivator 

would provision. Municipalities were held responsible for carrying out 

the provisions of the decree . 1
~ 

The law did not put an end to the penury of the market-place. 

Complaints continued in the year IV that cultivators were selling in 

their homes, or engaging in clandestine commerce while refusing to 

provision the markets. Cultivators, in their turn, maintained that the 

law of 2 thermidor an III (July 20, 1795), which decreed that 

proprietors of land would have to pay half of their taxes and farmers 

half of their rent in kind, did not leave them with a surplus with 

1
~ "Decret port ant etabl i ssant de patentes pour l 'exercice de 

toute espece de commerce." Du 4 thermidor an III 22 juillet 1795. 
Caron , Commerce des cereales, 256-257 . 

189 ''Decret sur la police du commerce des grains et 
l'approvissionnement des marches et des armees . " Du 7 vendemiaire an 
IV - - 29 septembre 1795. Caron , Commerce des cereales, 264-268. 
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which to provision the market -place . 1
~ In the midst of these 

recriminations the markets remained deserted. Louis Bergeron has shown 

that in the late eighteenth century, apart from a few large markets 

situated on the Seine valley which served as stages in the 

provisioning of Paris, others that were very important before the 

Revo lution had been reduced to shadows of their former selves. 191 In 

this chapter, we have investigated how this happened. 

SuR111ary and Conclusion 

In this chapter therefore, the problem of subsistence in the 

department of the Seine-et-Oise during the years 1789-1795 has been 

studied from the top, that is from the standpoint of governmental 

policy. Governmental policy towards the problem of subsistence was far 

from stable during the revolutionary years as it veered from position 

to position as circumstances dictated. In this sense, it was no 

different from the policies pursued by the royal government before 

1789. Beginning from a theoretical inclination towards the concept of 

a free market, born out of the belief that such freedom alone would 

rejuvenate French agriculture, governmental policy changed track in 

1792 and reverted to one of regulation. This it did to meet the needs 

of war and of provisioning Paris which demanded that the government 

1~ For these complaints see A.N . , F/11/404 and A.N. , F/11/405. 

191 Louis Bergeron, "Approvisionnement et Con~om~ation a Paris 
sous le Premier Empire , " Paris et I1e de France: Hemo1res 14 (1963): 
201 -202. 
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exercise closer control over the food resources of the nation. The 

governmental attempt to dispense with the regulations did not prove 

successful in 1794 and so they were adopted once again in 1795. 

The departmental authorities we learned, adapted or p~otested 

governmental policy when the interests of the people they represented 

demanded it. Food policies that were advocated and executed by the 

departments were by no means faithful blueprints of those of the 

center. It was up to the departmental authorities to try to reconcile 

the needs of the nation, as defined by the center, with the needs of 

their own department. The case of the Seine-et-Oise shows that these 

interests were sometimes irreconcilable and led to lasting discord 

between Paris and Versailles. 

There was a close association between governmental policies and 

food riots. The government, on the one hand, tried to deal with 

shortages by instituting policies which it thought would best meet the 

needs of the hour. The peop 1 e, on the other hand , responded to 

shortages according to the current government policy which influenced 

the supply, price and location of grain. Thus the governmental policy 

of freedom of commerce, which together with average harvests and the 

effects of war, led to high prices and low grain supply in the 

market-place, triggered the market riots of 1791 and 1792. The 

government, in its turn, attempted to deal with food shortages by 

instituting a series of controls on the commerce of grain, including 

the First Maximum. The First Maximum became unpopular in the 
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Seine -et -Oise because it was perceived as placing the markets of that 

department at a disadvantage in relation to those of Paris. This led 

to the entraves or the stoppages which targeted grain leaving the 

Seine-et -Oise for Paris. Lastly, the failed experiment of the Maximum, 

which did not solve the problem of shortages, once again led to a 

partial removal of controls over commerce, which in turn set the seal 

of decline on the market-place. This is reflected in the food riots 

of 1795, where the scene of action moved from the market -place to the 

homes of cultivators, reflecting the rioters' acknowledgement of the 

fact that markets had lost their importance as the primary sites for 

the buying and selling of grain . 
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Introduction 

Chapter IV 

Causes of Food Riots 

Studies of food riots have tended to concentrate on one incident 

or spate of incidents in a particular year. This focus has influenced 

the analysis of the causes of food riots. 1 Most studies point to 

sudden and apparently inexplicable rises in prices as being 

immediately responsible for the outbreak of riots. There follows an 

inquiry into the causes of the price rise and this is deemed to be a 

sufficient explanation for the occurrence of riots. Such a format is 

not wrong. Indeed, a steep rise in prices invariably preceded food 

riots and it is undoubtedly important to understand the causes of the 

rise. But over the years historians have garnered sufficient knowledge 

of the economic background to the riots so the analysis can now be 

pushed further. This longitudinal study of riots in the department of 

the Seine-et-Oise helps us to pose the problem in new ways. Why was 

a grain-rich region like the department of the Seine-et-Oise so prone 

to riots? In other words we need to concentrate on continuity and to 

1 See bibliography. 
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see the underlying conditions t hat made t he region part icu lar ly 

susceptible to food riots. 

Su11111ary of argument 

A variety of factors combined to make the Seine -et -Oise the 

scene of repeated riots. Fi rst , wealth and propert y were very unevenly 

distributed in the Seine-et-Oise and consequently large numbers of 

people were poor a.nd led precarious lives in the best of times. A 

shortfall in the harvest which meant a shortage of grain in the 

market-place and high prices spelled di saster for the poor and 

sometimes drove them to desperate action . Second, the interests of the 

poor were injured by the new laws passed by the Nat ional Assembly in 

1789 which destroyed the old regulations governing the commerce of 

foodgrains. These old regulations had partially safeguarded the poor 

in t imes of scarcity . Their removal brought great hardship for many 

of them in 1791 when the de leterious effects of an average harvest 

were compounded by a large amount of grain leaving the department and 

cultivators refusing to supply the local markets. This state of 

affairs was a source of great frustration not only for the ordinary 

consumers but for the local administrators as well. Had the new laws 

upholding freedom of circulation and commerce of foodgrains not been 

in force, local officers could have requisitioned grain for the local 

markets , limited exports and set prices of foodgrains , as they 

customarily did in times of crisis . As it was, they were powerless to 
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take any of these measures. Consequently many of them turned against 

the new economic regime. The rioters in their turn also tried to bring 

back the old regulations which they felt could alone protect their 

interests. 

Third, the region was subject to grain requisitions. The year 

1792 brought with it a bumper harvest. Ordinarily, this should have 

resolved the problem of shortage of food grains. But this time it was 

the war with Europe which complicated the effects of freedom of 

commerce of food grains. The government's need to feed the armies 

resulted in supplies being drained away from the department of the 

Seine-et-Oise. The soldiers garrisioned in the various towns on their 

way to the frontiers also had to be fed. All this was in addition to 

the exports both to the southern departments and to Paris which 

continued unabated during this period. Consequently, complaints of 

shortage continued as did the food riots. 

Fourth, from as early as 1789 the department suffered from a 

lack of metallic currency which hampered exchange transactions. The 

assignats, the paper currency which replaced metallic currency during 

the Revolution, suffered from a lack of confidence in them. This 

chapter argues however, that during the period 1791 -1792, the 

inflation caused by depreciation in paper money was not a major factor 

in the increase of grain prices, because the latter consistently 

stayed above the inflation rate. So inflation did not contribute 

directly to the riots. But the lack of confidence in the assignats 
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must have made buying and selling more diificult . The shortage of 

metals also led to a shortage of agricultural implements which slowed 

down both the harvesting and seeding processes and injured the cause 

of agriculture in the Seine-et-Oise. 

Finally, the institution of the first Maximum , which allowed the 

different departments to set their own maximums on prices of 

foodgrains, exacerbated the problem of outflow of foodgrains from the 

Seine-et-Oise and provoked another bout of food riots in May 1793. 

Representatives from the Seine-et -Oise therefore proposed the idea of 

a uniform maximum throughout the nation . The institution of the Second 

Maximum brought about a marginal improvement of the situation . But its 

abolition led to a recrudescence of all the old problems. Although a 

few controls over commerce were brought back , they were openly defied 

by the cultivators who stubbornly refused to sell their grain for the 

now worthless assignats. 

The Social Structure in the Seine-et -Oise 

In recent years historians have pointed to the social structure 

in certain regions of France which placed large numbers of people at 

a permanent disadvantage, caused great social tensions, and fostered 

food riots. The path breaking work was done by Cynthia Bouton in an 

article titled "L'economie morale et la guerre des farines". 2 In this 

2 Cynthia Bouton, "L'economie morale et la guerre des farines," 
in Florence Gauthier, Guy Robert Ikni , eds., La Guerre du ble au 
XVIIIe s;ecle (Paris: Editions La Passion, 1988), 99-110. 
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study of the food riots of 1775 in the department of the Oise, Bouton 

drew attention to the increasing economic and social polarization in 

the rich, cereal producing plains of the pays de grande culture around 

Paris in the last half of the eighteenth century. In these plains a 

great economic divide separated a small elite of rich fermiers and 

laboureurs from the mass of small producers - - petit fermiers, petit 

laboureurs and haricotiers -- and propertyless workers. 

This economic divide widened in the second half of the 

eighteenth century when the big laboureurs and fermiers launched an 

aggressive drive for land that pushed the small producers onto the 

defensive and ultimately swelled the ranks of the landless 

agricultural workers . The rising prices of foodstuff, with which 

agri cultural salaries did not keep pace, also put great pressure on 

the agricultural workers. The social tension born out of this 

polarization was evident in the food riots. Whereas the crowds of the 

rioters were largely made up of agricultural laborers , 

semi-specialized workers and small producers, the victims were largely 

drawn from the ranks of the big laboureurs and fermiers . The latter 

not only exploited the largest properties and paid the heaviest taxes, 

they were also closely associated with the privileged order of ancien 

regime France in their roles of farmers of seigneurial rights and 

tithes. This agricultural elite was attacked, not only because they 

were the owners of surplus grain, but also because they were symbols 

of social, economic and political power -- a power detested by the 
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mass of disadvantaged people in the countryside. Bouton, therefore, 

argues that the food riots were not only an attempt to uphold the 

moral economy but also a protest against the prevailing socio-economic 

and political structure in the countryside in eighteenth-century 

France. 3 

Bouton' s analysis is relevant to our purposes because the 

department of the Seine-et-Oise was a part of the pays de grande 

culture around Paris. But in the Seine-et-Oise, and especially in the 

reg ion ca 1led the Hurepo ix, which made up a large port ion of the 

department, this polarization had begun much earlier. As early as the 

sixteenth century, the peasantry of the Hurepoix owned less than 50 

percent of the land.4 This land was largely monopolized by a handful 

of rich laboureurs and fermiers while the rest of the peasantry had 

to make do with small strips of land or were landless. As many as 91.1 

percent of the people in the countryside owned less than 2.5 hectares 

of land and 70 percent held less than one hectare. 5 This division 

continued across the seventeenth century and into the eighteenth. 

3 For this part of the argument see Bouton's "L'economie morale", 
104-110. Also relevant are two other articles by the same author, 
"Gendered Behavior in subsistence riots: The French Flour War of 
1775," Journal of Social History 23 (1990): 735-754; "Les victimes de 
la violence populaire pendant la Guerre des farines (1775)," in Jean 
Nicolas, ed., Mouvements populaires et conscience sociale, XVJe-XIXe 
siecles (Paris: Maloine, 1985), 391-399. 

• Jean Jacquart, La crise rurale en Ile de France (Paris: 
Librairie Armand Colin, 1974), 104. The rest of the land was owned by 
members of the privileged classes and the bourgeoisie. 

5 Ibid., 140 
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Thanks to the work of J. Loutchisky, we have an idea of the 

partition of property in the region that became the department of the 

Seine-et-Oise on the eve of the Revolution. 6 Loutchisky's research 

shows that the peasants' loss of land was far advanced in this region. 

In the subdelegatfon of Versailles and the election of Montfort 

l'Amaury, peasant property amounted to 9.9 percent and 5.8 percent 

respectively. In Gonesse, it was a mere 5.5 percent. In the regions 

situated further away from the two big urban centers of Versailles and 

Paris, the proportion of peasant property rose, but not by much. In 

the subdelegations of Corbeil and Etampes it was 11.5 and 19.6 percent 

respectively, while in the elections of Montlhery and Pontoise it was 

17.9 and 19 percent respectively .1 

According to Loutchisky , there is not enough information to show 

the distribution of property among the different groups of the 

peasantry but there are pointers that indicate that the distribution 

of property was very unequal. Thus, in the 314 parishes studied by 

Loutchisky, the numbers of those who categorized themselves as 

laboureurs did not exceed 3.6 percent of the whole population, but t he 

6 J . Loutchisky, "Regime agraire et populations agricoles dans 
les environs de Paris A la veille de la Revolution," Revue de histoire 
moderne et contemporaine (1933): 97-142 . Loutchisky has studied the 
partition of property in the 438 parishes of the six subdelegations 
of Gonesse, Enghien, Pontoise, Saint-Germain, Ver?ailles and Montfort 
l'Amaury and the three elections of Montlhery, Etampes and Corbeil. 
Enghien alone did not become a part of the future department of the 
Seine-et-Oise which was also to include the two elections of Mantes 
and Dourdan, not covered by Loutchisky's study. 

7 Ibid., 123 . 
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numbers of those who described themselves as journaUers (agricultural 

laborers) amounted to 58.4 percent of the population. Closely 

associated with the journaliers were the artisans who numbered 9.2 

percent of the population. Journaliers, artisans and indigents 

together accounted for 90.8 percent of the population. 8 

Other data furnished by Loutchisky also indicate that a large 

portion of the population did not hold enough land to ensure an 

adequate subsistence. In the 438 parishes studied by Loutchisky, the 

predominant form of agricultural exploitation was fermage, that is, 

most of the land was leased as farms. In an overwhelming number of 

parishes, a few large farmers held a major portion of the land while 

a mass of small producers held the rest in the form of small scattered 

strips. The territory covered by the big farms amounted to 65.8 

percent of all rented land, while that covered by the small farms 

amounted to 31.2 percent. In the whole of the election of Montfort 

l'Amaury, there were only 141 farmers capable of leasing farms of over 

100 arpents, 9 while in Pontoise the number was 191. 10 

In the district of Dourdan, the situation was no different in 

the late eighteenth century. The richer lands in the cantons of Ablis 

and Dourdan were dominated by large and medium-sized farms, while the 

poorer land in the north, as well as the areas along the banks of the 

a Ibid., 124-125. 
9 

1 arpent = 0.42 hectares or 1.04 acres 
10 Loutchisky, "Regime agraire," 139. 
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rivers Remarde and Orge , were divided into a large number of small 

farms. 11 

The result of this state of affairs was that even though the 

department of the Seine-et-Oise was a grain exporting region , 12 a 

majority of people within the department , both in the towns and in the 

countryside, did not produce for their own subsistence and were 

dependent on the market as consumers. A sharp rise in grain prices or 

shortage of grain brought about a major dislocation in the lives of 

these people and contributed to an atmosphere of crisis, which formed 

the background to the riots. The people resented this dependence on 

the market and attributed their vulnerability to the fact that a small 

number of laboureurs and fermiers controlled so much of the land and 

its produce. For this reason the question of a more equal distribution 

of land loomed large in the course of the food riots in 1791 and 1792 . 

11 Emile Auvray , "L'agriculture et les paysans (region de 
Dourdan-Rambouillet) A la f in du XVIIIe si~cle," Recherche et 
publication des documents relatifs a la vie economique de la 
Revolution Fran~aise 17 (1942-1943): 31. 

12 A statistical report drawn up in the year IX estimated that the 
department produced 4501,100 quintals of wheat and rye. After 
consumption (65.54 percent of the harvest) and seed (17.39 percent of 
the harvest) needs had been met, there remained an excess of 768,248 
quintals of wheat and rye or 17.07 percent of the harvest of wheat and 
rye. The report went on to say that this surplus was calculated on the 
assumption that people ate only wheat and rye bread. But since many 
ate bread mixed with barley and other grains the surplus was probably 
much larger. See Hemoire Statistique du departement de Seine -et -Oise, 
A.N., F/20/258. It is also important to remember that in the year IX, 
the two wheat exporting districts of Dourdan and Gonesse no longer 
formed a part of the Seine-et-Oise. During the years 1789 through 1795 
production from these two districts must have made the surplus much 
higher. 
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As mentioned earlier , Bouton has claimed that the social tension 

caused by the polarization between the handful of large landowners, 

on the one hand, and the mass of the smaller landowners and the 

landless, on the other , found expression in the food riots of 1775. 

As evidence, she points to the fact that the majority of victims were 

large laboureurs and ferm;ers . In addition , Bouton has pointed out 

that unlike in earlier riots , most of the victims of the Flour War of 

1775 were 7 aboureurs and not merchants. 13 This evidence, while it does 

point to hostility toward the big laboureurs and ferm;ers, has to be 

accepted with certain reservations. First of all, the Flour War broke 

out in late April 1775, and continued in May 1775. By May of any year 

the only people in the countryside with reserves of grain would be the 

larger laboureurs and fermjers. 14 So they would logically become the 

targets of people searching for grain. 

The fact that 7 aboureurs, rather than merchants, were the 

primary targets of the riots is not conclusive evidence for increasing 

hostility against the laboureurs. The Flour War broke out in 1775, 

right after the government had relaxed regulations over the grain 

trade. Laboureurs and ferm;ers , normally prohibited from trading, were 

free in 1775 to participate in the grain trade; and, considering the 

fact that they had the expertise and the capital, they probably did 

13 Cynthia Bouton, "L'economie morale," 106. 
14 For further elaboration of this point, see Olwen Hufton, 

"Social conflict and the Grain Supply in Eighteenth-Century France," 
Journal of Interd;sc;p1;nary Hjstory 6 (Autumn, 1983): 303-331. 
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so. The result was that the distinction between the laboureurs and 

merchants was probably breaking down. Hence, the evidence presented 

by Bouton does not necessarily indicate a greater hostility against 

laboureurs and fermiers in late -eighteenth-century Oise, although 

considering the socio-economic circumstances in the Oise as described 

by Bouton such a backlash is entirely understandable. 

Stronger evidence for Bouton's argument may be found in the 

course of the riots in the Seine-et-Oise in 1792, where, in addition 

to the raids on the farms of laboureurs and ferm;ers and plentiful 

criticism of their behavior, concrete steps were also proposed to 

permanently curb their power. In this context we should once again 

refer to the events of November 1792 when the proposal of a ceiling 

on land holdings was ceremoniously presented to the National Assembly 

by Goujon, procureur general synd;c of the department of the 

Seine-et-Oise. 15 Goujon's proposal was born out of the growing 

dissatisfaction with the distribution of land holdings in the 

Seine-et-Oise. Research by P.M. Jones in the department of the 

Seine-et-Oise, and in the district of Versailles, in particular, has 

shown that in this region there was a strong current of radical 

opinion favoring some kind of redistribution of land holdings, so the 

landless poor could become owners of land. 16 Jones has demonstrated 

15 See chapter III, "Governmental Policy and Food Riots." 
16 P.M.Jones, "Agrarian Radicalism during the French Revolution, " 

in Alan Forrest and Peter Jones, eds., Reshap;ng France: Town, country 
and regfon fo the French RevoluUon (Manchester: Manchester University 
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how in the course of 1789, 1790, 1791 and 1792, the poor would 

sometimes invade land which they did not own (most often forested, 

previously uninhabited land), clear it, and then lay claim to it. 17 

In reality, a small strip of land would not suffice for the 

subsistence of an average sized household, but to the landless even 

that was better than nothing. 18 

For the people without adequate land holdings, the issue of land 

redistribution was inextricably connected with the problem of food 

riots. The greater the degree of their dependence on the grain market, 

the greater their vulnerability to price and supply fluctuations. 

Ownership of a plot of land would serve as a bastion of security 

against hunger. 

But that was only part of the issue for those seeking a solution 

against landlessness and hunger. The other part was to limit the power 

of the laboureurs and ferm;ers who controlled vast concentrations of 

land and so were able to monopolize the supply of grain. Hence, 

Goujon's proposal was to limit the size of a farm. In his address, 

Press, 1991), 137-151; see also P.M.Jones, "The Agrarian Law: Schemes 
for land redistribution during the French Revolution ," Past and 
Present no. 133 (November, 1991): 96-133. 

11 Jones, "Agrarian Radicalism," 142-143. It was only after the 
decrees of June 3 and June 10 , 1793, were passed, that the government 
began to implement a policy of land distribution among the landless. 

18 

Jones points out that the landless agricultural laborers from 
the Versailles area who were given only one arpent of land per 
household under the land distribution scheme of June 3, 1793 planted 
their lands with bread, grain and vegetables. See Jones, "Agrarian 
Radicalism," 130. 
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Goujon demanded that the size of a farm should be limited to 120 

arpents. People who owned more than this amount of land should be 

forced to farm out this surplus. The argument was that, if land 

concentrations could be limited, more land would be available to a 

larger number of households. Better distribution of land holdings 

would provide small peasant households with a larger measure of 

economic security, and would reduce the dependency of the landless on 

wage labor. Goujon pointed out that because wage labor was so abundant 

in the department, it was possible for the larger farmers to hold down 

wages while raising the prices of grain. 19 

It should be emphasized that in his address, Goujon did not call 

for a redistribution of property rights. He limited himself to the 

demand that the amount of land that a proprietor or a fermier could 

farm or own should be limited. The purpose was to restrict the amount 

of grain that one would have at one ' s disposal. The demand that no 

proprietor could receive rents in kind was made with the same object 

in mind. Thus Goujon's proposal had the same objective as others that 

called for controls over co1TH11erce -- the prevention of monopoly . 

In a department where concentrations of land and wealth were so 

remarkable, it is not surprising that there were many who were 

concerned with questions of monopoly and engrossment . The upper limit 

19 
See Goujon's speech, reproduced in A. Defresne and E. Evrard, 

Departement de Seine-et-Oise. Les subsistances dans le district de 
Versailles de 1788 a 1' An V in Collection de Documents inedits sur 
l'histoire economique de la Revolution Fran~aise , 2 vols. (Rennes : 
Imprimerie Oberthur, 1921-1922), 1:196. 
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of 120 arpents set by Goujon was actually quite generous. Pierre 

Dolivier , the radi cal cure of Mauchamp , who led a delegation to the 

Legislative Assembly in May 1792, maintained that leaseholds farms 

should be restricted to a size that a single family could cultivate. 20 

Dolivier's ideal was a holding of 10-12 arpents. All excess land was 

to be rented out to landless peasants . There would be a general 

redistribution of land every three or four years. 21 Do 1 ivier wrote 

from personal experience. In his village of Mauchamp , two big fermiers 

held 92 arpents of land while thirty-two other families held no more 

than 86 arpents among them . 0 

Both Dolivier, who came into the spotlight after the tragic 

events at Etampes on March 1792, and Goujon, who presented his 

proposals to the Legislative Assembly in the wake of the riots in the 

autumn of 1792, no doubt made the connection between the food riots 

and the unequal partition of holdings in the department of the 

Seine-et-Oise. Such a state of affairs created a good deal of 

resentment against the laboureurs and fermiers. In fact, it 

aggravated the suspicion with which all those connected with the 

2° For Dolivier's delegation to the Legislative Assembly , see next 
chapter . 

21 All excess land would presumably be held by the village 
community . For Oolivier's ideas see R.B.Rose, "The Red Scare of the 
1790s: The French Revolution and the Agrarian Law," Past and Present 
no.103 (1984): 124-125. Oolivier put forward his proposals in his 
Essai sur la justice primitive, published in Paris in 1793. 

22 R ose, "The Red Scare," 124. 
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commerce of grain were generally regarded in eighteenth-century 

France. 

Popular beliefs 

In a predominantly subsistence economy, a certain amount of 

suspicion against those who make profits from trading in foodstuff is 

understandable. But in France, the situation was much more complicated 

and volatile. Richard Cobb has written extensively on popular 

attitudes and beliefs connected with the problem of subsistence. 23 

According to Cobb, "The problime des subsistances is situated in a 

dark forest of myth, supposition and alarm". 24 Large numbers of people 

were constantly worried about their future food supply because they 

lived so close to the edge . Even a slight rise in food prices could 

throw into disarray the normally strained family finances, while a 

temporary disruption in food supplies in the market -place could mean 

the loss of one or more valuable days of work, as people went from 

market to market or from baker to baker looking for food. Food usually 

meant cereals, for the diet of the ordinary people was overwhelmingly 

cereal dependent. In the towns, people generally ate bread made of 

23 Richard Cobb has written extensively on subsistence problems 
and food riots. He is particularly interested in questions of 
mentalite, associated with the problem of subsistence. For a list of 
his writings, see bibliography. A very good synthesis of his ideas may 
be found in the third and last section of his Police and the People 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1970), 246 -324. 

24 Ibid., 280. 
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wheat, while in the villages they ate wheat bread or wheat bread mixed 

with rye or sometimes barley.~ 

Because of its importance in the diet of ordinary French people, 

the supply of wheat was of critical importance. In the late eighteenth 

century and particularly during the Revolution, the government tried 

to reduce this cereal, and especially wheat dependence, by encouraging 

the cultivation of potatoes and rice. 26 The French were extremely 

conservative in matters of food and although the terrible conditions 

of the Year III forced them to turn to potatoes and rice, they were 

usually disdainful of these food items. 27 The result of this "food 

conservatism" was that the supply of wheat a lone could make the 

difference between a good year and a bad one. And bad years were far 

from scarce. Although France did not know a full scale famine after 

1709, there were plenty of bad years before the Revolution, as in 

25 It was estimated that the average journa U er consumed I. 5 
pounds of bread, half a pound of meat and a small amount of vegetables 
every day, Hemoire statistique du departement de Seine-et-Oise, A.N. 
F/20/258. But this was only a broad estimate. Bread consumption was 
probably higher considering that journaliers in the towns did not get 
to eat meat and vegetables every day and journaliers in the 
countryside all but eliminated meat from their diet. 

26 Oeta i ls of some of these efforts may be found in A. N., 
F/10/210, A.N., F/10/264. 

"Cobb, Police and People, 259 . Also see letters written by some 
district administrations and citizens to the Commission des 
subsistances in the Years II and III in A.N., F/10/ 210 and A.N., 
F/10/263. 
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1725, 1740, 1741, 1767 , 1768, 1775, 1776 and 1784.~ People endlessly 

watched and waited for the next bad year . 

What complicated matters was that in .the popular conception and 

vocabulary, there was no such thing as a disette reelle, that is a 

scarcity born out of a failure of harvests or productivity . Every 

scarcity was a disette factice, that is a scarcity artificially 

engendered by malveillants , or malicious people. Actually, it was the 

government itself which was responsible for promoting this belief. 

Perhaps for government off ic ia 1 s, the prospect of a rea 1 harvest 

failure, which would bring with it scarcity and widespread social 

disorder, was too horrifying to contemplate. Therefore , it comforted 

itself by pointing the finger at unnamed individuals whose activities 

would, in theory at least, be easier to control . But in hoping to 

contain public panic, which so often followed news of a bad harvest, 

the government helped to unleash public anger. For people reacted all 

the more furiously, if they believed that certain individuals, rather 

than nature, were responsible for their misery. In fact , government 

propaganda about malveillants being responsible for scarcity often 

misfired because government officials themselves became targeted as 

the villains. In the pre -revolutionary years, the government closely 

regulated the provisioning system. So any failures or breakdowns were 

blamed on the government, which was suspected, for reasons unnamed, 

28 
The dates are from H. Manin ,L'Etat de Paris en 1789: Etudes 

et documents sur l'ancien regime a Paris (Paris: D. Jouaust, 1889}, 
285 . 
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of wanting to starve the people. The idea of a "famine pact'', first 

mentioned in writing by Le Prevost de Beaumont in the 1760s, was born 

out of such a mentality ." But it was easier to blame local figures, 

rather than a distant king or obscure government officials , for 

masterminding an artificial dearth. Cobb has pointed to the 

"identifiable hate figures" within any community, the miller, the corn 

factor, the hoarder, the speculator etc . 30 Steven Kaplan has al so 

written wittily and at length about the suspicion and opprobrium that 

surrounded all those connected with the provisioning trade. 31 

This mentality, of which fear and suspicion (which easily 

translated into anger) were the predominant traits, was very evident 

during the revolutionary years . It was a commentary on the social 

structure of the Seine-et-Oise, that the culprits charged with having 

engineered the scarcity were immediately identified as the big 

1 aboureurs and fermiers . The murder of Sauvage and the attack on 

Thomassin at Saint-Germain on July 18, 1789, were directly related to 

their status as fermiers -- and very wealthy ones at that. 32 The 

n Details of this famine plot can be found in Steven Kaplan , 
Bread, Politics and Political Economy in the Reign of Louis XV, 2 
vols. (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1976), 1:344-407. 

3° Cobb, Police and People, 278 . 

• 
31 Steven Kaplan, Provisioning Paris: Merchants and Hillers in the 

Gra1n and Flour Trade during the Eighteenth Century (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 1984), 82-83, 169, 217, 266-267. 

32 

Archives parlementaires de 1787 a 1860; recueil complet des 
debats legislatifs et politiques des chambres fran~aises (premiere 
serie, 1187-1799), 92 vols. (Paris: Librairie administrative de 
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charge against them was that of hoarding. These same charges, and many 

others besides, were reiterated again and again in the following 

years. In contemporary documents the fermiers are sometimes described 

as the new aristocrats of the Revolution, whose power had to be broken 

like that of the old nobles. 33 The feelings of the people were summed 

up in a petition presented to the National Assembly by the sections 

of Versailles on April 3, 1793, in which the misery of the people was 

blamed on the infame cupidite des gros proprietaires, fermiers et 

accapareurs who were described as "une ari strocrat ie encore plus 

funeste, encore plus d~chirante que celles de nobles,"M that is, "an 

aristocracy, even more harmful, even more harrowing than that of the 

nobles." 

The government's reaction was quite predictable. It dismissed 

the anger and suspicions of the people as nothing more than 

ill-informed paranoia. Year after year, it denied that any real 

scarcity existed in the nation, by pointing to the abundance of the 

harvests. The riots, the government asserted, were the result of the 

machinations of counter-revolutionaries and enemies of the 

P.Dupont, 1862-1980), 8:249-251. Thomassin paid 7000 livres in taille 
annually, which gave rise to the popular charge that the concern for 
his life was because of his wealth, a charge the National Assembly 
indignantly refuted. Ibid., 251. 

33 Pet it ion presented to the Minister of the Interior by the 
commune of Triel Bourg, district of Saint-Germain on October 13, 1792, 
A.N. F/11/221. 

34 Evrard and Defresne, Les subsistances, 1:200-201. For more on 
the same theme, see below and also chapter V, "Riots and Revolution. " 
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Constitution.n Cahier de Gerville, Minister of the Interior, repeated 

these views in a letter he wrote to the procureur general syndic and 

the Directory of the district of the Seine-et-Oise on March 30, 1792. 

Gerville described the troubles as being provoked by les ennemis du 

nouvel ordre de choses,~ -- "the enemies of the new order of things". 

The official viewpoint 

Departmental, district, and municipal officials, who were closer 

to local realities, found it difficult to swallow the official view 

of events. Even the most conservative among them were forced by the 

circumstances to recognize that a problem existed. On September 18, 

1791, the procureur general syndic of the department of Seine-et-Oise, 

wrote to the Minister of the Interior "qu'il ya un agent invisible 

et inconnu qui repand partout l'esprit de vertige," -- "that there is 

an invisible and unknown agent who is spreading the spirit of 

giddiness everywhere." But the letter went on to say: 

D'un autre cote on ne peut dissimuler que quelqu'un de ces 

cultivateurs par leur peu de bonne volonte a se preter aux 

35 Government pronouncements regarding harvests and availability 
of foodstuffs may be found in the decrees passed on September 15, 
1790, September 18 and 26, 1791, September 9, 1792 and August 31, 
1793. On its views that the fear and troubles were the result of 
manouvres of enemies of the nation see decrees of September 15, 1790, 
September 18 and 26, 1791, and September 1, 1792. The text of these 
decrees can be found in Pierre Caron, Le commerce des cereales; 
instruction, recueil de textes et notes (Paris: Imprimerie Nationale, 
1907), 138-139, 141, 143, 161. 

~ A.N., F/7/3689/7. 
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circonstances ont pu donner lieu aces craintes d'ailleurs le 

rencherissment subis des grains est d' autant plus 

extraordinaire que l ' augmentation se fait sentir plut6t dans ce 

temps de la moisson ou le petit cultivateur garnissent 

ordinairement les march~s .n 

On the other hand, one cannot conceal the fact that some of 

these cultivators , by their unwillingness to play along with 

the situation , could have given rise to these fears. Moreover, 

the rise in prices of grains is all the more extraordinary 

because it makes itself felt in this time of the harvest when 

the small cultivator ordinarily furnishes the market s. 

Implicit in the procureur general syndic's response was the 

thought that the people would not or could not riot on their own. They 

had to be goaded into doing so by the invisible agents to which he 

referred. But he acknowledged that the department was facing some 

serious problems in September 1791. The response of Le Brun, President 

of the Directory of the Seine-et-Oise, was also quite similar . Le Brun 

was not known for his compassion towards the rioters.~ He repeated 

n A.N., F/7/3689/7. 

~ After the riots of the spring of 1792 had collapsed in April , 
Le Brun made a speech to the National Assembly on April 21, 1792, 
which was a model of mean spiritedness and viciousness. For this 
speech, see Archives parlementaires, 1st ser., 40:249. 
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the official line about the causes of the riots in a speech to the 

Legislative Assembly on March 16, 1792: 

Cette fermentation, Messieurs, a des causes profondes et 

lointaines. Ce n'est pas tout a coup, ce n'est pas par une 

determination spontanee que les habitants de nos campagnes se 

sont portes a ces actes seditieux. Des moteurs secrets, des 

ennemis de La Constitution ont egare leurs ames jusqu'a la 

ferocite. 39 

Gentlemen, this unrest has deep seated and profound causes. It 

did not happen suddenly; it is not by a spontaneous 

determination that the inhabitants of our countryside are 

committing these seditious acts. The secret driving forces, the 

enemies of the Constitution, have misled their souls into 

violence. 

Before the end of the month, however, Le Brun had somewhat 

modified his views. In another speech, also to the Legislative 

Assembly, Le Brun, even while asserting that intrigue did have a hand 

in the riots conceded, 

Ce peuple aussi a des craintes et des inquietudes raisonnes. Il 

se souvient de 1789 et il redoute le retour du meme fleau. 

Cette liberte de circulation que la justice et l'interet nous 

39 Archives parlementaires, 1st ser., 39:414. 
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commandent de proteger , lui est toujours suspecte parce qu ' il 

voit les grains sortir de son territoire et ne voit pas le 

terme ou ils vont se rendre ....... il anticipe ses craintes et 

la chance d'une disette dans quelque mois est deja une disette 

pour lui aujourd'hui.~ 

The people also has reasonable fears and anxieties. They 

remember 1789, and fear the return of the same plague. This 

freedom of circulation, which justice and interest commands us 

to protect, is always suspect to them because they see the 

grain leave their territory and do not see where it is 

going .. . .. they anticipates their [worst] fears and the chance 

of a scarcity in a few months becomes a scarcity today. 

Le Brun could not bring himself to concede the fact that the 

fears of the people might have already been realized. But he, like the 

procureur general syndic, did point to some of the reasons for unrest. 

Le Brun referred to the memories of 1789 which still haunted the 

people in 1792. In fact, there were many similarities between the 

situations of 1789 and those of 1791 and 1792. The most obvious one 

was a steady rise in the prices of grains and bread in the period 

before the riots began. The riots of July-August 1789 in the region 

40 Le Brun's speech of March 23, 1792, Archives parlementaires, 
Ist ser., 45:404. 
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around Paris were part of a series of outbreaks which had been 

occurring intermittently s ince late 1788 . Prices of grains and bread 

had remained consistently high during this period . The high prices 

were widely acknowledged to be the result of the bad harvest of 1788, 

one of the worst of the century. 41 Unfortunately, tables of prices are 

lacking for 1789, but local studies indicate that prices remained high 

in July-August of 1789. In the cities of Mantes and Dourdan, the 

municipalities artificially held down bread prices by heavily 

subsidizing bakers for the grain they bought at high prices. 42 

Even though there was almost universal recognition that the harvests 

of 1788 had been terrible, there was a consensus that human factors 

were aggravating the crisis . There was a chorus of complaints from 

41 On November 26 , 1788, the Parlement of Paris empowered Joly de 
Fleury, the procureur general, to carry out an inquiry, through the 
medium cif his representatives in the bai11ages under his jurisdiction, 
into the high prices of grain. The results of this inquiry were made 
known by the avocat general Seguier on December 13, 1788. The 
procureurs and lieutenant generals in the baillages who responded to 
the inquiry were largely of the opinion that the steady rise in prices 
in the last half of 1788 were largely due to the terrible harvest of 
1788, one of the worst in the century. For more on this inquiry, see 
"Une enquete du Parlement de Paris sur la recolte de 1788, 11 La 
Revolution fran~aise 62 (1919): 38-53, 134-170, 220-230; see also 
Monin, L'Etat de Paris, 307-308. 

42 For Dourdan, see Auvray, "L'administration municipale de 
Dourdan (Seine-et-Oise) et les boulangers: 1788 a l'an IV," Commission 
de recherche et de publication des documents relatifs a la vie 
economique de la Revolution: Assemblee generale de la Commission 
centrale et des comites departementaux 2 vols.(Paris: Tepac, 1939), 
1:123; For Mantes, Grave "Le service des subsistances a Mantes: 
d'apres les registres des deliberations, Juillet et Aout 1789," 
Recherche et publication des documents relatifs a la vie economique 
de la Revolution: Comite departemental de Seine-et-Oise l (1907): 55. 
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consumers of grain against the 7aboureurs and fermiers, both in 1788 

and 1789. 43 

The question of exports 

We have a smal1 but very valuable body of evidence in a series 

of petitions addressed by the bourgs and cities around Paris to the 

Comite des subsistances in 1789.« Most of these petitions point to 

the fact that not er.ough grain was being brought to the market, and 

what little was brought was priced beyond the means of ordinary 

people. In a significant move, the Municipality of Magny ordered all 

cultivators and collectors of dimes to bring specified amounts of 

grain to the market-place. All farmers of seigneurial land had to 

furnish a setier of grain for every charrue'5 of cultivated land. 

Other cultivators had to supply half a setier, and all those whose 

receipts from the dime exceeded 1000 7ivres had to supply 1 setier per 

week. The mayor of Houdan threatened to institute similar measures, 

43 Many of the letters responding to the inquiry of the Par7ement 
of Paris emphasized the cupidity of the large proprietors and the 
laboureurs and their dishonest practices. Thus, they did not bring 
grain to market, they deliberately delayed having their grain 
threshed, they hoarded grain, closed their granaries and storehouses 
and bought up grain from the smaller proprietors with the intention 
of monopolizing the market. Monin, L'Etat de Paris en 1789, 307. 

« A.N., DXLI/ 2 -- Memoires, adresses, demandes, observations, 
dossiers envoyes au Comite des subsistances par les vi11es et bourgs. 
Although some of these petitions relate to a slightly later period, 
that is September 1789, they are nevertheless a very valuable source 
of information about the causes of popular discontent in 1789. 

45 charrue = Forty-five hectares or ninety arpents. 
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while the city of Corbeil asked permission to do the same. % These 

petitions reflect the popular opinion that the cultivators were 

creating an artificial scarcity by staying away from the market -place 

and that the problem could be solved if they could be forced to 

provision the markets. This line of thinking would also be evident in 

later years. 

The petitions also point to the reason why the fermjers and 

cultivators were not bringing grain to the market-place . Almost all 

of them claimed that their markets were being starved because grain 

was being channelled towards other markets , notably Paris . The 

strongest statement came from Etampes which narrowly escaped a food 

riot on July 21. In its petition , the municipality claimed that the 

city was being squeezed dry by the repeated demands made upon it by 

Paris for flour and grain. It complained that commissioners from Paris 

were buying up a 11 the grain and flour in the city at very high 

prices. 

The municipality went on to say that the resources of the town 

had been enormously strained by the fact that the villagers from the 

surrounding territory were coming to Etampes to buy bread. The bakers 

had been baking four times more bread than usual, further depleting 

the town's fast dwindling resources of grain. In fact, a census made 

~ Letters written to the Com;te des subs;stances by the 
Municipality of Magny on September 10, 1789, the mayor of Houdan on 
August 11, 1789 and the Municipality of Corbeil on September 10, 1789, 
A. N. , DXLI /2 . 

256 



by the town bourgeois militia had indicated that Etampes would run out 

of grain before the next harvest. Under the circumstances people were 

ready to take up arms to prevent gra in from leaving the city. If Paris 

sent another convoy, the petition warned , the people could no longer 

be contained. These veiled threat s were, however, couched in the 

language of submission. Etampes was placing itself in the care of the 

National Assembly , the petition said , and concluded that "it would be 

horrible if the town which fed the capital were to suffer because the 

capital had taken all its grain, and had moreover bought this grain 

at very high prices."" 

The complaints made by the Etampois were reiterated in milder 

form by the other towns . The petition from Magny claimed that pressure 

was being put on the market of Magny by cities like Paris, Saint­

Germain and Versailles. Corbeil claimed that permission given to the 

bakers of Paris to provision themselves at the farms resulted in the 

markets being deprived of grain and in prices going up.~ The gist of 

these petitions is that the 1aboureurs were not supplying the local 

markets because they preferred to supply more distant markets where 

they could obtain higher prices. 

0 This petition was read to the National Assembly by a deputation 
from Etampes a few days after July 21, 1789 , A.N. DXLI/2 . 

~ See footnote 46 . 
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freedom of the grain trade 

Traditionally, markets in grain importing regions offered higher 

prices for grain than markets in grain producing regions . This was the 

way by which grain wa s drawn from centers of production to centers of 

consumption . Thus, prices in Parisian markets were higher than in the 

markets of the Seine-et -Oise, because Paris needed to attract grain 

from outside. Those markets in the Seine-et-Oise that were close to 

Paris found it especially advantageous to export to Paris, because 

transport costs were negligible and Paris grain prices reflected costs 

for grain brought from regions further away from Paris than the 

neighboring markets of the Seine-et -Oise. 

Montlhery, at a distance of about twenty km from Paris emerged 

as one of the largest grain exporting markets to Paris in the 

eighteenth century. Also important were Chevreuse and Houdan. Etampes, 

situated further south in the Seine-et-Oise made significant exports 

to Paris but also found a huge market for its flour and grain in the 

markets farther to the south, like Pithiviers and Orleans. The 

protestors in the Seine-et-Oise blamed these exports for the shortage 

of grain and the high prices in the Seine-et-Oise . 

This last complaint rose to a crescendo during the years 1791 

and 1792. Grain prices rose steadily during the years 1791 and 1792, 

after having dropped in 1790. Figs 4.1-4.3 give us an idea of the rise 
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in prices in 1791 and 1792 ,~ and Fig. 4.4 shows bread prices in the 

town of Sa int- Germain in 1791-1 792 . 50 Wheat prices were rising in 

August and September , the per iod when grain from the new harvests came 

into the markets and pr ices were expected t o fall . The rising prices 

in September were, therefore , much remarked upon . Evidence indicates 

that the harvests of 1791 were not as good as those of 1790 in the 

department of the Seine-et-Oise , al t hough they were not below 

average .51 The Minister of the Interior, De Lessart, made a report to 

the Legis lative Assembly on November 1, 1791, indicating that although 

harvests had been abundant in the north, they were mediocre in the 

center and south. 52 The result was that the southern departments 

sought to make up for this shortfall by buying heavily from the north , 

thereby pushing up prices in the northern departments . 53 What i s more 

49 Sources : A.D.Y., 1 LM 456 and A.D.Y. , 1 LM 458. Prices shown 
are for the first and second halves of every month. When prices were 
available for every week rather than for each half of the month, the 
weekly prices were averaged to obtain one price for each half of the 
month. 

50 Source: A.D.Y. , 2 LM 75 , district of Saint -Germain -en -Laye. 
51 Defresne and Evrard, Les subsistances, 1:18-20. Also memoir 

drawn up by the district of Corbeil, titled Reflexion sur la necessite 
de trouver des moyens de faciliter les approvisionnements des marches 
sans gener 7a 7iberte du commerce et de 1a circulation des grains dans 
1'interieur de Royaume, A.N., F/7/3689/6. 

~ Moniteur, November 3, 10:276. 

53 The observations (undated), of Martial Victor Vaillant and 
Jacques Antoine Rouveau, commissioners deputed to Etampes by the 
Directory of the department in September 1791. A.N., F/7/3689/7 and 
A.D.Y ., 1 LM 459 . 
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Fig. 4.1. Prices of wheat at the markets of Dourdan, Rambouillet 
(district of Dourdan) and Montfort (district of Montfort) in 
1791 -1792 . Source: A.D.Y ., 1 LM 456 and A.D.Y. , 1 LM 458. 

important is that in 1791, large -scale purchases of grain in the 

northern departments could be made without any kind of official 

regulation because this was a period of free circulation and commerce 

of grains. This freedom gave rise to a great deal of consternation and 

provoked complaints , both from local officials and from ordinary 

people in the department of Seine-et-Oise. The most common complaint 

was that the cultivators were no longer bringing grain to markets 

because they preferred to sell it at their farms and granaries to 
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Fig. 4.2. Prices of grain at the markets of Versailles and Limours 
(district of Versailles) in 1791-1792. Source: A.D.Y., 1 LM 456 and 
A.D.Y., 1 LM 458. 

merchants who were willing to pay high prices for it. Even when the 

cultivators brought grain to the markets, they could not be found by 

their piles during market hours, so the grain remained apparently 

unsold. 

In reality, it was alleged, this grain had already been sold by 

sample at the local inns or on the way to market. The merchants who 

bought this grain took it to markets outside the department - - either 

to Paris or to the departments beyond the Loire, where they sold it 
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Fig. 4.3 . Prices of Grain at the market of Etampes (di st rict of 
Etampes) , 1791 -1792. Source: A.D.Y., 1 LM 456 and 1 LM 458 . 

for huge profits ." Moreover , t here were rumors that grain which was 

"For these complaints see for example, letters of the Directory 
of the district of Corbeil to the Directory of the department, dated 
September 16 and September 19, 1791, A.N . , F/7/3689/6; letter of the 
procureur syndic of the district of Gonesse dated September 8, 1791 , 
A.N., F/7/3689/6; report of the troubles at the market of Gonesse on 
September 19, 1791 drawn up by M. de Prince, commander of the national 
gendarmerie, A.N.,F/7/3689/6; report of the procureur general syndic 
of the department of the Seine-et -Oise dated September 18, 1791, A.N. , 
F/7/3689/6; extract from the registers of deliberations of the 
Directory of the district of Etampes dated September 10 , 1791 , A.D.Y., 
1 LM 459 , A.N., 461; observations of commissioners Vaillant and 
Rouveau , A.N . , F/7/3689/7 and A.D . Y. , 1 LM 459. 
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being taken out of the Seine -et-Oise, reputedly for sale in the 

departments beyond the Loire, was actually being exported overseas. 55 

The truth was that in the grain rich areas which lay within the 

Parisian provisioning system, the question of regulation versus 

freedom had often been a contentious issue. Steven Kaplan has shown 

that even during an era of regulated commerce in the first half of the 

eighteenth century, merchants who provisioned Paris enjoyed a number 

of privileges which enabled them to buy directly from the homes of 

cultivators. They could also bypass other local regulations which 

closely controlled the commerce of grain. In the squabbles between 

local officials and Paris merchants over matters of regulation, the 

latter invariably won, for they were backed by the Parisian 

authorities who were unwilling to risk the slightest disruption in the 

flow of grain to Paris from its supply zone. 56 

In fact, in normal years when harvests were good and prices low, 

local officials, despite periodic misgivings, tolerated freedom of 

commerce, giving precedence to usage over law. Indeed several of the 

market towns welcomed Parisian grain business in the eighteenth 

century. A thriving grain market could give a big boost to the economy 

of the market town and its surrounding villages. The presence of 

Parisian merchants was an incentive to the cultivators to bring grain 

55 Observations of commissioners Va i llant and Rouveau, see 
footnote 53. 

56 Kaplan, ProvisioMng Paris, 123-127. 
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Fig . 4.4. Prices of bread in the town of Saint -Germain -en -Laye, 
1791 -1792. Source: A.D.Y. , 2 LM 75, district of Saint-Germain-en -Laye. 

to market . The town could then collect increased market fees. Since 

grain was largely transported to Paris in the form of flour, the local 

milling industry also made big profits. In fact, Etampes, Corbeil, and 

Dourdan were not only famous as market towns but al so as mi 11 i ng 

centers. The multiplier effects of the grain trade could be felt in 

the loca l hotel business as well. Therefore, it is not surprising that 

many of the market towns vied with each other to attract business. In 

the 1720s the authorities at Etampes had even tried to divert the 
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grain trade from Montlhery to their own town by relaxing police 

regulations and tolerating illegal trading practices. u 

In bad years, this liberalism would vanish and the emphasis 

would again be on regulations and control. Localism would rear its 

head as municipal, district and departmental officials tried to 

prevent grain leaving the supply zone of its own jurisdictions and 

accused rival jurisdictions of trying to steal their supplies. This 

appears to have been the case in 1791 in the department of the 

Seine-et-Oise. In 1790, the harvest had been abundant. Free 

circulation of grain had not been a matter of concern. Export to other 

provinces had not been prevented by local administrators, because 

they kept grain prices from falling too low and hurting cultivators. 

In 1791, however, the harvests were not as good. So large scale grain 

imports began to push up prices of grain. 

In departments like the Seine-et-Oise what the people resented 

most was that prices were rising, after what appeared to be a 

perfectly adequate harvest, even while grain was flowing out of their 

department. Because the laws expressly prohibited any kind of 

interference in the circulation of foodgrains, imposing controls on 

prices and exports was not possible. Therefore, people suffering from 

the rising prices blamed, on the one hand, the 1aboureurs and 

fermiers, for not bringing grain to market and for preferring to sell 

to strangers in their granaries. On the other hand, there was a 

57 Ibid., 99-100. 
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backlash against the departments buying from the Seine-et -Oise . Paris 

as usual , was a target. 

On September 14, 1791, the procureur general syndic of the 

department wrote a letter to the Minister of the Interior in which he 

blamed the huge purchases ordered by the Municipality of Paris in the 

Seine-et-Oise, for occasioning a great deal of disquiet.~ Because 

prices were higher in Paris , cultivators from the Seine-et-Oise 

preferred to sell there. Moreover, the higher prices in Paris also 

helped to push up prices in the department of the Seine-et-Oise. Thus 

the trouble in Tremblay in the district of Gonesse appears to have 

begun when on September 16, a farmer of that commune refused to sell 

grain to the mayor, a baker and a worker of that commune on the 

grounds that he did not know the grain prices for the day at the ha77e 

of Paris. 59 

In addition to Paris, there was the competition of the southern 

markets. When Vaillant and Rouveau arrived at Etampes on September 20, 

they found the people of the town up in arms against the exodus of 

grain from the commune. A telling incident occurred on the night of 

September 23, when the two commissioners were secretly approached by 

a Sieur Mechin. It turned out that this person had been sent by the 

Municipality of Angers to make purchases of grain and flour from the 

~ A.N., F/7/3689/6. 

~ Extract from the register of deliberations of the Directory of 
the district of Gonesse, dated September 19, 1791, A.N . , F/7/3689/6. 
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towns of Orleans and Etampes. Mechin mentioned that he had come to 

Etampes with the express purpose of purchasing 2500 sacks of flour. 

He had even travelled secretly by night to the homes of several 

fermiers who had agreed to fill his requests. But the food riots in 

Etampes in September 1791, made the fermiers afraid for their lives 

if they sold food out of the region. So they were now refusing to sign 

contracts and still less to send their grain through Orleans. Mechin 

was on the point of withdrawing without fulfilling his mission, when 

the commissioners asked him to persevere a bit longer, hoping that 

their mission wou,d bring back tranquillity and restore liberal 

circulation of grains.~ 

Despite their words of support for Mechin, the commissioners 

privately observed that the Etampois were right in their contention 

that the departments beyond the Loire, which did not grow enough grain 

to support themselves, invariably turned to the town of Orleans for 

grains and to Etampes for flour, because it was easy to transport 

grain along the Loire. The commissioners said that the limitless 

demand from these regions provided an incentive for the merchants to 

employ all possible methods to procure grain and flour at any prices. 

These large-scale purchases in turn aroused the fury of the local 

people. 61 

60 Observations (undated) of Martial Victor Vaillant and Jacques 
Antoine Rouveau, A.D.Y., 1 LM 459 and A.N., F/7/3689/7. 

61 Observations of Vaillant and Rouveau, A.D.Y., 1 LM 459 and 
A.N., F/7/3689/7. 
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The commissioners further observed that the current situation 

in which the fermjers were afraid to go out of their homes and the 

cultivators afraid to expose their grain in the markets should lead 

them to strive to reconcile the interests of commerce with the 

subsistence needs of the Seine-et-Oise. They believed that if the 

people could have even mediocre quality wheat at reasonable prices, 

they would not care what happened to the surplus. 62 

The solution suggested by the commissioners was temporary 

regulation of the commerce of grain till the crisis was over.~ In 

this, the commissioners were merely echoing the views of the citizens 

of Etampes. In an assembly presided over by the commissioners at 

Etampes on September 24, and restricted to the active citizens, there 

were numerous requests that at least some of the ancient regulations 

on commerce be brought back. There were pleas for the return of the 

laws that barred merchants from entering the market-place until the 

ordinary citizens and bakers had provisioned themselves, and that 

ordered all merchants to carry acqu;t a caut;on stating the origin and 

destination of grains carried by merchants.M 

62 Observations of Vaillant and Rouveau, A.O. Y., 1 LM 459 and 
A.N., F/7/3689/7. 

63 Observations of Va i llant and Rouveau, A.O. Y., 1 LM 459 and 
A.N., F/7/3689/7. 

64 Observations 
A.O.Y. 1 LM 459. 

of Vaillant and Rouveau, A.N., F/7/3689/7 and 
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All through the harvest year , the complaints about the export 

of grain and flour from the department continued. Sedillon , procurator 

of the commune of Etampes, wrote an angry letter to the Legislative 

Assembly on March 15, 1792, in which he called upon the assembly to 

end the liberty of commerce in the "name of humanity". Sedillon 

maintained that 2000 sacks of flour were leaving Etampes every week 

and charged that some of it was being exported abroad. The twenty 

mills within the city itself had no time to mill the small sacks of 

the local people because they were too busy grinding flour for the 

merchants and millers.~ 

The Directory of the district of Dourdan similarly wrote in 

April that the people were outraged because the laboureurs did not 

bring grain to market. They preferred to sell at their farms or at the 

inns where the grain was priced three to four livres higher than the 

market price. The grain was transported by the millers at night, 

milled and sent out of the communes. The directory pointed out that 

since grain cost more in Paris, millers and flour merchants bought up 

grain in Dourdan and sold it in Paris. The Directory of the district 

of Dourdan further charged that some of the grain was even being taken 

abroad. Its solution was to call for a law that would prohibit all 

grain transports by night.~ 

~ Sedillon's letter is dated March 15, 1792, A.N., DXL/16 . 

~ Letter is dated April 17, 1792, A.N., DXL/16. 
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In a separate report, the Conseil general of the commune of 

Dourdan said in March that all the smaller cultivators had sold all 

their grain, while the laboureurs with larger exploitations had only 

a third of their harvest left. Considering that the next harvest was 

five months away, the consen general recommended that all grain 

exports be severely controlled. Sedillon made the same point in his 

report. Six months before the harvest, he said, the granaries and 

granges of ttampes were empty.EA week later, Le Brun , President of 

the Directory of the department of the Seine-et-Oise pointed out in 

a speech to the Legislative Assembly that the suspicion that grain was 

being exported overseas was not unreasonable. As long as merchants 

purchased grain with the depreciated assignats it did not matter that 

they bought it for higher prices than were current abroad. They could 

still make enormous profits if they sold this grain abroad in exchange 

for metallic currency.~ 

A c0111parison of prices 

Local officials, of course, consistently argued that because 

prices of grain were higher in many of the markets of the departments 

surrounding the Seine-et-Oise, grain merchants and cultivators found 

67 Report of the Con sen genera 1 of the commune of Dourdan, dated 
March 21, A.D.Y., I LM 459; Sedillon's letter is dated March 15, 1792, 
A.N., DXL/16. 

~ Archives parlementaires, 1st ser., 15:404, Le Brun's speech of 
March 23 to the National Assembly. 
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it more profitable to sell in those markets than in the local markets 

of the Seine-et-Oise. The market singled out most frequently was 

Paris, the largest consumer market in France. The point to consider 

is if the officers were right, if the price differential made it more 

profitable to sell in Paris even after the cost of transport was taken 

into account. 

The lack of grain price lists for Paris in the years 1791 and 

1792 prevents a systematic comparison between prices in the capital 

and the Seine-et-Oise. However, one important strand of evidence makes 

an estimate possible. Under the First Maximum of May 4, 1793, the 

market price of a 320 l ivre sack was fixed at 69 livres, 7 sols and 

2 deniers in Paris,~ while that of the 325 l ivre sack was fixed at 

56 livres in the Seine-et-Oise.ro The First Maximum(s) was fixed on 

the basis of average prices prevalent in the various markets of each 

department in the preceding few months, so it offers a fair 

approximation of prices prevalent in the various departments in the 

early months of 1793. It is obvious that under the First Maximum, 

grain prices were higher in Paris than in the Seine-et -Oise. Under the 

Second Maximum, the cost of transporting flour was fixed at 5 sols per 

~ Law passed on May 17 1793, by the department of Paris, see 
A.N., F/11/221. 

ro Law of May 10, 1793 passed by the department of the 
Seine-et-Oise, A.N., F/11/221. 
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Ueue per qufotal •
11 

If this is taken as the average cost of 

transport , it turns out that Montlhery , situated at a distance of only 

twenty km from Paris, could make huge profits from the sale of flour 

to Paris ." A cultivator from around Montlhery , sell ing at the local 

market would make 56 livres from the sale of a 325 livre sack of flour 

or 55 livres 2.6 sols from the sale of a 320 livre sack of flour. That 

same cultivator could sell a 320 livre sack of flour in Paris for 69 

livres, 7 sols and 2 deniers . The cost of transporting a 320 livre 

sack of flour from Montlhery to Paris at 5 sols per l ieue per quintal 

is 4 livres 2 sols . This means a cultivator from Montlhery could make 

65 livres 5 sols 2 deniers from the sale of a 320 livre sack of flour 

or a profit of around 10 livres over the 55 livre asking price at 

Montlhery. It is no wonder that Montlhery was the largest grain and 

flour exporting market to Paris . 

This argument is based on the assumption that cultivators sold 

their own grain and flour in the markets of Paris. Some laboureurs did 

sell their marketable produce themselves, in order to avoid the 

11 Under the First Maximum(s) only the maximum prices of flour and 
grain were set in each department. Transport costs were not regulated. 
It was under the Second Maximum that uniform prices for all essential 
commodities were set for the whole nation. Transport costs were 
regulated as were the wages of workers. Transport costs set, under the 
Second Maximum of September 11, 1793, are to be found in Evrard and 
Defresne, Les subsistances, 2:58. 

n lieue = 3.898 km. 1 quintal = 100 livres. 
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middle-men and big grain -merchants. 73 But this was not always the 

case. Richer fermiers might have sent their domestics to sell grain 

in the markets. Merchant middlemen also bought grain from the markets 

of the Seine-et-Oise and from the homes of cultivators. 74 The fact 

remains that it was profitable to buy grain from the Seine-et -Oise and 

resell it in markets where profits were higher. Etampes was located 

forty-four km away from Paris and so the costs of transport to Paris 

were considerably higher, 9.03 livres for every 320 livre sack of 

flour transported to Paris . But even then, a cultivator or grain 

merchant from Etampes could make 60 livres 7 sols 2 deniers from every 

320 livre sack of flour sold in Paris or around 5 livres more on every 

sack of flour sold in Etampes. 

Cultivators and grain merchants from Etampes could also make 

immense profits from transporting grain to the southern markets. An 

interesting example of the efforts of the southern departments to 

attract grain from the north is to be found in Georges Lefebvre's 

Etudes Orleannaises. The department of the Loiret arbitrarily fixed 

the price of the 325 livre sack of flour at 55 livres 11 sols 4 

deniers under the First Maximum. Then, finding it impossible to 

attract enough wheat, the various towns began to bend the rules. The 

73 See the document describing the activities of the laboureurs 
in the Essonnes valley in Pierre Gaubert, The Ancien Regime: French 
Society, 1600-1750, trans. Steve Cox (New York: Harper Torchbooks, 
1974), 119-120. 

74 For more on the grain merchants of Paris, see Kaplan, 
Provisioning Paris, 122 -220. 
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district of Orleans for example , began to pay a transport subsidy of 

2 sols per lieue and per sack, a measure that was illegal under the 

First Maximum. The Conseil general of the district of Orleans admitted 

that this measure had effectively doubled the price of grain sold at 

Orleans .75 Rouveau and Vaillant's report reflects the concern of the 

local officials over export of flour from Etampes to the departments 

south of the Loire. 

It is clear that cultivators and grain merchants had an 

incentive to sell in the markets of the grain importing regions 

bordering the Seine-et-Oise rather than in the markets within the 

department. This was especially true in 1791 -1792, when the southern 

departments were wi 11 ing to pay high prices to make up for the 

shortfall in their own harvests. The northern departments, including 

the Seine-et-Oise, had only an average harvest. As demand from the 

south as well as from Paris exceeded supply in the Seine-et -Oise , 

grain prices rose steadily. Had this been a period of regulation , 

local officials could have placed limits on prices and exports. Not 

being able to impose limits in 1791, they began to demand a return to 

some of the regulations that had been in force before the period of 

liberalization of convnerce. 

75 Georges Lefebvre, Etudes Orleannaises, 2 vols. (Centre national 
de la recherche scientifique), 2:119 . 
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The Reaction 

What local officials and notables suggested be imposed by law , 

the rioters sought to put into effect on their own initiative. Angered 

and frightened by the dearth of grain in the market -place, they tried 

to force the cultivators to bring grain to the local markets and to 

prevent them from taking or selling grain to distant markets. They 

also battled the rising prices of grain by setting limits on prices. 

Rising prices meant great hardship for ordinary consumers because 

wages did not keep pace with prices. Fig. 4.5, which charts variations 

in wages and wheat prices76 from 1776 through 1791 in the canton of 

Maule, district of Saint-Germain -en-Laye, shows that during periods 

of liberalization of the grain trade, grain prices always rose faster 

than wages. The reverse was true during periods of regulated trade. 

Even during the lean years of 1783 and 1784, wages increased at a 

faster rate than grain prices. Conversely during the terrible years 

of 1788 and 1789, when the grain trade was deregulated, grain prices 

rose faster than wages. Grain prices fell to a very low level during 

1790 when the harvest yielded a bumper crop, but began to rise again 

in 1791. Far from keeping pace with grain prices, wages fell during 

1791." 

76 In the figure, wages and grain prices have been represented in 
proportion to the minimum during this period. 

11 Source: A.D.Y., 2 LM 71, District of Saint-Germain-en -Laye. 
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Fig. 4.5. Grain prices and wages in the canton of Maule, district of 
Saint-Germain, 1776-1791. Source: A.D.Y., 2 LM 71, district of 
Saint-Germain-en-Laye. 

Thus it may be argued, that in 1789 and 1791 the effects of a 

bad (1789) or average (1791) harvest were accentuated by the policy 

of liberalization of commerce because there was now no control on 

prices. Freedom of commerce gave the cultivators the right to stay 

away from the market-place. Away from the market-place and on their 

own farms, it was the cultivators who had the upper hand; away from 

the watchful eyes of the crowd, they decided to whom they would sell, 
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at what prices they would sell and what t heir margins of profit would 

be. 

The rioters sought to t ake away this freedom by reimposing the 

ancient rules that gave them the upper hand in the market -place. It 

was a conflict between the market principle and the market -place, 

between the world of unfettered commerce and the world of rules and 

regulations.ra The revolutionary years would see the victory of the 

former over the latter . But the riots of these years showed that the 

victory was not to be won without a struggle, for the interests of the 

ordinary consumers, that is, people with limited income and with no 

or little access to land, were still wedded to the principle of the 

market -place. 

Medium of Payments 

In addition to deregulation, other problems further sharpened 

the food crisis in the Seine-et-Oise . The problem of medium of 

payments, which had been a source of disquiet s i nee 1789, was 

accentuated from early 1792. From 1789 and even earlier, the nation 

had been suffering from a lack of metallic currency. There were 

several reasons for the scarcity of gold and silver. These metals were 

widely hoarded. The exchanges had depreciated sufficiently to make the 

78 For more on this conflict between the market-place and the 
market principle, see Kaplan, Provisioning Paris, 23-40. 
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export of metals extremely lucrative . The government also required 

gold and silver for certain essential purchases. 79 

The substitutes for metallic currency were treated with 

suspicion, because of the fear of devaluation. In November 1789, the 

Municipality of Versailles complained that the merchants whom they had 

charged with the provisioning of the city were refusing to accept the 

notes of the caisse d'escompte because they were worthless in the 

market-place. 80 In 1790, the assignats became the substitute for the 

rapidly disappearing metallic currency.ID But the assignats were 

originally issued in large denominations, mainly to keep them out of 

the hands of the poor. In 1791, the smallest denomination was that of 

5 livres. The shortage of small coins in the market made it impossible 

to exchange the assignats for smaller currency, causing great hardship 

to small buyers in the market -place. In addition , cultivators were 

79 S.E. Harris, The Assignats {Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 1930), 168. 

~ Letters of the Municipality of Versailles dated November 28, 
1789, to Necker and of the ComHe permanent of Versailles dated 
November 25, 1789, to M. de Montaran, Defresne and Evrard, Les 
subsistances, 1:175, 1:107. 

81 The assignats were first issued in December 1789 as interest 
bearing government bonds which were backed by the security of national 
properties. In September 1790, the government decided that interest 
would no longer be pa id on the assi gnats, and they became lega 1 
tender. For a short history of the assignats, see Michel Bruguiere, 
"Assignats" in Fran~ois Furet and Mona Ozouf, A CrHical Dictionary 
of the French Revolution, trans . by Arthur Goldhammer {Cambridge, 
Massachusetts: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1989), 
426-436. 
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wary of accepting assjgnats as payment for grain. 02 The solution 

proposed was a large issue of small metallic currency, which was not 

really feasible considering the shortage of gold and silver in France. 

Pierre Oolivier, cure of Mauchamps and a member of the Soc;ete des 

am;s de la Constjtutjon de Versaj77es , proposed in a session held on 

September 6, 1791, that all vases of gold and silver in all the 

churches be melted down and transformed into small coin , but his 

solution was not at all graciously received .~ The government's 

response was to issue 300 mi 11 ion Uvres worth of assjgnats in 

denominations of 10, 15, 25 and 50 sols in January 1792. The intention 

was that the assjgnat should entirely take the place of hidden and 

exported metal coin. But the assjgnats never won the confidence of 

either the buyers or the sellers. And so the problem of medium of 

payments continued unabated . 

The ass;gnats suffered some depreciation in 1791 and 1792 and 

this itself led to a rise in prices. But a close look indicates that 

except during the period of the food riots in February-March 1792, the 

rates at which food prices rose were consistently higher than the 

rates of depreciation. Figs 4.1-4.3 presented rates of increase in 

wheat prices in some of the markets in the Seine-et-Oise. Figs 

~ Extract from the register of deliberations of the Directory of 
the district of Etampes dated September 10, 1791, A.O.Y. , 1 LM 459; 
1 LM 461; deliberations of the Socjete des Afnjs de la Const;tut;on de 
Versajlles, session of September 9, 1791, Defresne and Evrard, Les 
subsjstances, 1:150. 

~ Defresne and Evrard, Les subsjstances, 1:150 
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Rambouillet grain prices vs inflation 
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Fig. 4.6. Rambouillet grain prices vs inflation. Source: Pierre 
Caron, Tableaux de depreciation du papier -monnaie (Paris: 
Imprimerie Nationale , 1909), 407 -408. 

4.6-4.11 compare those rates with the rate of inflation .114 All of 

these graphs show that in the Seine-et -Oise, after June 1791, food 

prices rose at rates which were consistently above the rate of 

114 In these figures, the inflation plotted against a certain point 
of time corresponds to gold prices one month prior to that point. This 
lag has been put in because it is expected that grain prices should 
follow the general inflation rate. For each graph, the inflation index 
has been proportioned to the value 16.50 on 1/1/91, which (in livres) 
is roughly the price of the 200 Jivre sack of grain on that date for 
all of the markets considered. 
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Dourdan grain prices vs. inflation 
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Fig. 4.7. Dourdan grain prices vs inflation. Source: Pierre Caron, 
Tableaux de depredation du papier -monnaie (Paris: Imprimerie 
Nationale, 1909), 407 -408. 

inflation .~ Moreover , grain prices and the inflation rate were moving 

in the same general direction, suggesting that grain prices were 

driving inflation. Thus it is possible to argue that even though the 

depreciation of the assignat contributed to the rise of food prices, 

ultimately it was the possibility of exports and increased grain sales 

~ Tables of the rates of depreciation of the assignat can be 
found in Pierre Caron, Tableaux de depreciation du papier -monnaie 
(Paris: Imprimerie Nationale, 1909). For rates of depreciation in 
Paris, see 386-388. For the Seine-et-Oise, see 407 -408. 
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that determined the level of food prices and caused the shortages in 

the Seine -et-Oise. 

The depreciation of the assignats compounded the problem of 

exports from the Seine-et-Oise. The assignats depreciated at different 

rates even in contiguous departments. They depreciated at a higher 

rate in Paris than in the Seine-et-Oise. Fig. 4.12 charts the 

differential rates of inflation of the assignat in Paris and the 

Seine-et-Oise. Because rates of depreciation were higher in Paris, it 

was clearly advantageous for cultivators and grain merchants to sell 

in Paris for higher rates against the depreciated assignats and buy 

other goods in the Seine-et-Oise at lower prices with the assignats 

which had depreciated less than in Paris. 

The i11111ediate causes of the riots 

Several developments led up to the riots in February and March 

1792. From January the air was filled with rumors that war was about 

to break out with the European countries, which in turn provoked a 

rush to buy food and hoard supplies. This must have brought about an 

increase in grain traffic and caused increased fears of shortages. In 

February and March the roads and rivers became more accessible after 

the winter and the grain convoys began to move again. The convoys 

offered proof of what the people had been saying all along -- that 

local markets were empty because fermiers preferred to sell at higher 

prices in distar.t markets. Beginning on February 13 and continuing 
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fig. 4.8. Limours grain prices vs inflation. Source: Pierre Caron, 
Tableaux de depredaUon du papier -monnaie (Paris: Imprimerie 
Nationale, 1909), 407-408. 

through April 1792 , most of the major markets situated on the main 

routes by which grain was taken out of the department were affected 

by the riots. Longjumeau, Montlhery, and Etampes on the route to 

Orleans, and Dourdan and Limours on the routes to Chartres were scenes 

of riots. Only Arpajon, on the route to Or leans appears to have 

escaped a major grain riot. 

The reasons why Arpajon remained calm might serve as a 

commentary on the causes of the riots elsewhere. In a letter written 
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Fig. 4.9. Versailles grain prices vs inflation. Source: Pierre 
Caron, Tableaux de depreciation du papier-monnaie (Paris: 
Imprimerie Nationale, 1909), 407-408. 

to the Directory of the department on March 2, 1792, the procureur 

syndic said that Arpajon had remained peaceful despite the 

effervescence in the surrounding markets. The reason was that the 

price of wheat had fallen on their own from 30 livres to 24 livres and 

the market had remained well furnished.~ The fall in prices might not 

~ Report of the procureur syndic dated March 2, 1792, 
A.D.Y., 1 LM 461. Also address of the municipal corps of Arpajon to 
the Legislative Assembly, dated March 24, 1792, A.N., DXL/16. 
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Fig. 4.10. Monfort grain prices vs inflation . Source: Pierre 

Caron, Tableaux de depreciation du papier -monnaie (Paris: 

Imprimerie Nationale, 1909), 407-408 . 

have been completely natural. Arpajon was nearest Montlhery and the 

events of February 13 and 20 might have had an impact on the 

laboureurs and fermiers who took grain there. The procureur syndic 

a 1 so pointed to the fact that the nat iona 1 guard of Arpajon and 

Saint-Germain combined , as we 11 as the national gendarmerie , had 

played an exemplary role in maintaining the peace. 

In the latter respect Arpajon was an exception , for the other 

markets were not as well policed . The few stragg l ing men of the 
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Fig. 4 . 11. Etampes grain prices vs inflation. Source : Pierre 
Caron, Tableaux de depreciation du papier-monnaie (Paris : 
Imprimerie Nationale , 1909), 407 -408 . 

national gendarmerie , posted in the towns , were an object of derision 

rather than of fear . In fact , the Muni cipality of Montlhery refused 

to allow the br igades of the national gendarmerie (requi s itioned by 

the Directory of the department) to enter its town on both February 

17 and 20 . It pointed out that the men were too few in numbers to 
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Fig. 4 . 12. Depreciation of the assignat in Paris and the Seine-et-Oise. Source: 

Caron , Tableau de depreciation , 407-408. 

impose order and would only irr itate the crowd. ~ The l ieutenant of 

the First division of the nat ional gendarmerie reported that , wh i le 

07 Report of the captain of the national gendarmerie of Etampes 
dated February 20 and report of the lieutenant of the national 
gendarmerie of the First division dated February 27 , 1792 , 
A.N., F/7/3689/7. 
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his men were retreating from Montlhery, they had been hooted and 

whistled at by the rioters!M 

In the following days the municipalities began to dread the 

arrival of the gendarmerie and the troops of the line, for this 

usually served as the signal for another outbreak. "To oppose a dike 

to a torrent is to irritate it. It is much better to cede", the 

Conseil general of the commune of Dourdan wrote on March 15, 1792 .89 

However, when sizeable troops were moved into the department in April, 

the riots quickly collapsed. The circumstances that had caused the 

riots in the first place had not changed, but the balance of power 

had. The people in the countryside could not face cannon and mounted 

troops with their sticks and antiquated firearms. Thus, when the 

rioters in Dourdan were forced to retreat from the city on March 24, 

they promised to come back another day after buying a piece of cannon 

with the help of subscriptions raised from twenty villages! 90 

A widespread complaint that was heard in the spring of 1792 was 

the lack of work in the countryside.~ During the population surveys 

M Report of the captain of the national gendarmerie of Etampes 
dated February 20 and report of the 1 ieutenant of the nat iona 1 
gendarmerie of the First division dated February 27, 1792, 
A.N., F/7/ 3689/7. 

M A.D . Y., I LM 459. 

~ Report of Huet and Rouveau, dated March 24, 1792, 
A.D.Y., l LM 461. 

91 Reports of the Conseil general of Oourdan dated March 10 and 
March 21, 1792, A.D.Y., I LM 459; report of the Directory of the 
district of Etampes dated March 5, 1792, A.0.Y., I LM 408; petition 
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done in the course of the revolutionary years in the department of the 

Seine-et-Oise, local officials came across widespread rural 

unemployment. In their personal observations, they mentioned that 

agriculture did not provide enough work to support the people . Some 

argued that too much land was contra lled by one fermfor which 

increased the number of unemployed and landless. To increase 

employment they recommended the building of roads and encouraging the 

poor and the weak (women, old men and children) to take up spinning, 

weaving and lace making, all of which were underdeveloped in the 

Seine-et-Oise. 92 In March and April preparatory work for the summer 

harvest began. The large number of people who were unemployed and 

underemployed were filled with fear at the rise of prices. They must 

have realized the extent of the misery awaiting them in the months 

ahead when prices would rise steadily until they reached the summer 

peak, the soudure or waiting period, before the harvest came in. 

Prices were high enough by March to trigger riots everywhere in 

the department. Even the usually large markets like Montlhery and 

Etampes were consistently undersupplied. In the market of Montlhery, 

addressed by the Municipalities of the district of Limours to the 
Directory of the department on March 26, 1792, A.N. , F/7/3689/7. 

~ See especially A.D.Y., 1 LM 443, for example, observations of 
the officials of the communes of L ivry and Ecouen (district of 
Gonesse), Corbeil and Sucy (district of Corbeil), _Saint-G~rmain ~n 
Laye (district of Saint-Germain), Chamarande, Bren1llot, V1llecon1n 
(district of Etampes), Limay and Magny (district of Mantes) and Grisy 
(district of Pontoise). 
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the largest in t he department, about 300 -350 muids~ of grain were 

usually sold every week. Etampe s, the largest wheat market , was 

furnished with as much as 150 muids per week in a good year .~ But in 

February and March 1792 , there was never enough grain for the 

consumers. The muni c ipal offi cers of Montlhery complained that there 

were only 200 sacks of grain (40,000 Jivres) in the market -place on 

F b 27 1792. % In e ruary 20, and 300 sack s (60,000 l iv res) on February , 

the smal ler markets, conditions were worse. At the market of Meulan 

on March 19, there was only 25 setters% of grain instead of the 300 

or so that were usually brought there at that time of the year.
91 

The riots only made matters worse because it prompted the 

laboureurs to stay away from the markets, as the local officials never 

tired of telling the rioters . On March 14, for example, there were 

only 240 set i ers of grain at the market-place at Montlhery.~ Almost 

all of the markets that Huet and Rouveau visited suffered from a 

93 .d mu1 = 2880 livres or 12 setiers or 1872 litres. 

~ For descriptions of the markets of Montlhery and Etampes, see 
Kaplan, Provisioning Paris , 94 -103. 

9

~ Accordin_g to the measure prevalent at Mont lhery one sack 
cofnta,~e~ 200 l1vres of grain. See A.N ., F/7/3689/6 for the comments 
0 mun1c1pal officials. 

96 

1 setier = 1/12 muid or 156 litres. Also see glossary. 

dat d
97

MExtract from the deliberations of the Municipality of Meulan, 
e arch 19, 1792, A.D.Y., l LM 460. 

459 a;dR:~~~~ g~L~~~~ and Rouveau dated March 12, 1792, A.D.Y., 1 LM 
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similar shortage of grain. Also , in the prevalent atmosphere of fear 

and uncertainty, there was a rush to buy up all the grain that could 

be found and to stock up on supplies. This put further pressure on the 

market-place. At the market-place of Palaiseau on March 13, there were 

105 sacks of grain, double the amount that was usually brought there. 

Yet there were complaints from those who could not buy enough grain. 99 

As during any crisis of subsistence, so in March 1792, panic only 

intensified the effects of scarcity. 

Autumn 1792: The Effects of War 

The harvest of 1792 was abundant throughout the north of 

France, 100 but conditions did not improve appreciably in the 

Seine-et-Oise. The price charts show that grain prices continued to 

remain high in some regions, even in August 1792. 1m The market -places 

were still not adequately provisioned. The impact of war was now 

making itself increasingly felt in different ways. What was most 

~ Report of Huet and Rouveau dated March 13, 1792, A.D.Y., l LM 
459. 

100 Pierre Caron ed., "Une enquete sur la recolte de 1792," 
Bulletin d'histoire economique de la Revolution 1 (1913): 161 -184. 
According to Caron, the Seine-et-Oise did not send census results . 
Goujon, the procureur general syndic of the department made a report 
on January 15, 1793 from which it appears that only the district of 
Versailles even complet ed the cen~us of the harvest of 1792. For 
Goujon's report see, Defresne and Evrard, Les subsistances, 1:26. 

im Unfortunately, grain prices for the last few months of 1792 
are missing for most of the markets of the Seine-et -Oise. Figures 1-3 
show grain prices in markets for which figures are available. 
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disadvantageous to ordinary buyers was the almost total lack of 

metallic currency. Comments of local officials indicate that in many 

markets all transactions were conducted through the medium of the 

paper money in circulation -- the billets de conf i ance , billets 

patriot iques, and assignats. 
102 Cultivators were understandably 

reluctant to accept paper money as payment both because its value was 

fast depreciating and because there was a large amount of false paper 

money in circulation. 103 The refusal of the cultivators to accept 

paper money caused trouble in the market -place and provided the 

cult ivators with another excuse to stay away. 1
~ 

Once again there was an outpouring of complaints against the 

laboureurs and fermiers. The commune of Triel in the district of 

Saint -Germain-en -Laye declared that a nation of 20 million citizens 

102 Observations from the markets of Dourdan, Rambou i llet and 
Saint Arnoult for the first two ~eeks of July; from Etampes, 
~ngerville and Rambouillet for the f1rst two weeks of August; from 
Etampes for the last week of August; from Angerville for all weeks of 
September; from Etampes, Angervill~ and Limours for the first two 
weeks of October; from Dourdan and Etampes during the last two weeks 
of October; from Etampes and Rambouillet during the last two weeks of 
November, 1792, A.D.Y., 1 LM 458. 

103 For the depreciation of the assignats, see the letter written 
by the mayor of Versailles to the Minister of the Interior, dated 
December 5, 1792 in A. N., F/11/221; also see letter written by the 
Municipality of Houdan to Roland, Minister of the Interior, dated 
September 8, 1792 , which spoke of the refusal of the fermiers to 
accept paper money in A.N., F/11/221. For the false money in 
circulation, see observations from the market of Angerville for the 
last two weeks of September 1792 in A.D.Y. , 1 LM 458. 

1
~ Observations from the market of Rambouillet during the first 

two weeks of November 1792 , A.D.Y., 1 LM, 458. 

292 



could not be held hostage by 88 ,000 fermfors and t hat af ter the 

destruction of the caste nobiUafre et la caste sacerdotale there 

st i 11 remained the caste des fermiers to destroy . 105 In Etampes , angry 

people promised to slit the throats of all t he grain merchants in 

town. 106 At Montfort and at Meu lan there were searches of farms to 

determine whether grain was being hoarded. 107 In a petition to the 

Convention, some of the communes of the district of Montfort commented 

bitterly that the enemies of the Revolution who wanted to sow division 

among the French peoples were counting on the fermiers for achieving 

their cruel projects. 100 The air was thick with suspicion and rumors 

which were always a prelude to riots . There were rumors of grain being 

deliberately destroyed, hoarded or spirited away . A shipful of flour 

destined for Rouen was stopped at Mantes on September 23 , 1792, on the 

suspicion that it was being sent to a destination where it could be 

1
~ Letter written on October 13, 1792, to the Minister of the 

Interior, A.N., F/11/221. 
1
~ Report of the captain of the national gendarmerie, performing 

the functions of lieutenant, dated October 6, 1792, A.N., F/11/221. 
107 Report of the Consei l general of the commune of Montfort, 

dated October 25, 1792 in A.N . , F/11/221; for Meulan see G. Rocher, 
Le district de Saint-Germain-en-Laye pendant la Revolution (Paris: 
F.Rieder & Cie., 1914), 211. 

100 Petition des paroisses de Montfort d' Amaury, les Hesnuls, 
Saint-Leger et Grosrouvres pour l'approvisionnements des halles et la 
diminution des grains, A.N., F/11/221. 

293 



hoarded.
1
~ At Meulan, a rumor spread that the river bed of the Epte 

was covered with wheat which had been dumped there through malice. uo 

Another effect of the war can be seen in the frequent complaints 

from cu ·ltivators about the lack of threshers in the countryside. Many 

of the cultivators complained that the harvested grain could not be 

made ready for market because of the lack of threshers. Administrators 

suspected that this was yet another excuse on the part of cultivators 

to stay away from the market-p lace, 111 but took steps to dea 1 with the 

problem. The law of October 30, 1792, decreed that farmers who 

required more threshers should address themselves to their 

municipalities for help. These were the first symptoms of a shortage 

which would assume larger proportions in the following years. 

A more direct impact of the war could be felt in the pressure 

of volunteers who were garrisoned in the various districts on their 

way to the frontiers. From the petitions addressed to the Minister of 

the Interior, it appears that the northern districts -- Mantes, 

iog Extract from the de 1 iberat ions of the Conseil genera 7 of the 
commune of Mantes in permanent session, dated September 23, 1792, 
A.N., F/ll/221. 

110 Report of the Conse fl genera 7 of the commune of Meu l an, dated 
November 3, 1792, A.N., F/11/221. 

m The procureur general syndjc of the department of 
Seine-et-Oise commented, 11 ils (les posseseurs de grains) ne voulurent 
Plus aussi porter aux marches et pour qu'on ne put pas les y 
contraindre ils conservaient leurs grains en gerbes et pretexaient une 
fausse impossibi lite de le battre, 11 from Extrajt du co'!'te rendu, au nom 
du dfrectofre provjsofre, dated January 15, 1793, Oefresne and Evrard, 
Les subsjstances, 1:96. 
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Pontoise , Saint-Germain, Montfort -- were the most burdened .m In its 

letter to Roland , the Municipality of Houdan complained that the 

passage of troops was a terrible burden, because it meant that there 

were as many as six hundred more individuals to feed per week. The 

letter said tha t on September 21, two thousand volunteers from the 

department of the Orne, armed with orders for setting up overnight 

camp at Houdan had suddenly arrived. The town's resources ran out and 

it had to have recourse to the millers who supplied flour to Paris 
' 

to provide the much needed flour to bake bread for the city. This 

sudden arrival of volunteers was becoming quite a regular feature, the 

municipality complained. m 

On November 14, the procureur general synd;c of Versailles wrote 

to the Minister of the Interior that more than a hundred thousand 

volunteers had passed through the department of the Seine-et -Oise and 

used up its harvest . The result was that the Seine-et-Oise now had to 

look outward for its subsistence. '~ This letter also pointed out the 

other standard cause of scarcity in the Seine-et -Oise , that is, the 

m Petition (undated) of the Municipality of Triel Bourg, 
district of Saint-Germain en Laye; extract from the deliberations of 
the Conse;1 general of the commune of Mantes in permanent session, 
dated September 23, 1792; letter written by the Municipality of Houdan 
to Roland, Minister of the Interior, dated September 27, 1792, all in 
A.N., F/11/221. 

113 Letter written by the Munic ipa 1 ity of Houdan to the National 
Convention, dated October 11, 1792, A.N. F/11/221. 

u
4 Letter of the adm;n;strateur comm;ssafre prov;sofre aux 

fonct;ons de procureur general synd;c, dated November 14, 1792 , A.N., 
F /11/221. 
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looming presence of Paris and its enormous consumption of grain 

originating from the Seine-et-Oise. The law of September 16, 1792, 

which forced cultivators to take grain to market but did not specify 

which market they should provision, had worsened relations between 

Paris and Versailles. Because prices were higher in the markets of 

Paris, farmers naturally preferred to take grain there rather than to 

the local markets. This prompted the procureur genera 1 syndfr to 

comment bitterly that Paris alone had reaped the benefits of the law 

of September 16. 

In addition to the farmers taking their grain to Paris, 

commissioners from the capital and from the army travelled from 

market-place to market-place and even to the farms, buying whatever 

grain they could find at any prices the cultivators demanded, with no 

quest ions asked. It was the responsibility of the Minister of the 

Interior, the procureur charged, to stop these commissioners from 

starving the neighboring departments through these ruinous 

ba rga i n s . 115 

In addition to the purchases made for Paris and for the armies, 

there were those made for the southern departments . In October 1792, 

there was a public row between the department of the Indre-et-Loir and 

the district of Etampes. Three commissioners from the Indre-et-Loir 

had been sent to the neighboring departments to make purchases of 

,u In addition to letter dated November 14, 1792 see also letter 
dated December 9, 1792, A.N., F/11/221. 
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flour and grain for the town of Tours which was suffering from a 

serious shortage of provisions. The commissioners made their 

purchases. But the flour they purchased in Etampes was stopped in the 

town. The department of Indre-et-Loir took up the matter with the 

Minister of the Interior who ordered that the flour be transported to 

Tours as soon as possible . For months all attempts to free the grain 

failed, possibly because the administrators of the Seine-et-Oise did 

not want to see the grain released. The commissioners sent by the 

Directory of the department of the Seine-et -Oise to Tours came back 

from a failed mission to report that "there is nothing to hope for 

from a people menaced by famine because of the powerlessness of the 

law and the manouevres of the cultivators . "116 The last we hear of 

this matter is a commitment made by the Municipality of Etampes on 

December 5, to ensure that commissioners sent by the department of the 

Indre -et-Loir and the commune of Chateauroux (department of the Indre) 

would face no obstacles in making purchases of grain within the 

district. 

116 "Il n'y a rien a esperer d'un peuple menace de la famine par 
l ' impuissance de la loi et les manoeuvres des cultivateurs." Letter 
of the procureur general syndic of the department of the Seine-et -Oise 
to the Minister of the Interior, dated De,cember 6, 1792, A.N., 
F/11/221 . For the quarrel between Tours and Etampes see also letter 
of the Minister of the Interior to the administrators of the district 
of Etampes, dated October 17, 1792 and extracts from th,e register of 
de 1 iberat ions of the Directory of the district of Etampes dated 
December 5 and December 7, 1792, all in A.N ., F/11/221. 
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The Maximum 

Viewed against this background, the reasons for 

procureur -general synd;c Goujon's proposal for a maximum on prices 

becomes clear. It was an attempt to stop the ruinous outflow of grains 

from the department. The logic was that if there were not larger 

profits to be made by transporting grains elsewhere, cultivators would 

lose the monetary incentive which impelled them to hold back grain 

from the local markets. But Goujon also called for a maximum on the 

size of exploitations, in addition to that of the maximum on prices. 

His argument was that a maximum on property would help to combat the 

widespread landlessness, unemployment and underemployment that was a 

cause of social tension in the Seine-et-Oise. Thus Goujon's proposals 

amounted to a program to combat the perceived causes of scarcity (both 

internal and external) in the department of the Seine-et-Oise. 

One part of this economic program -- the Maximum on prices 

was put into effect some six months later as a measure for national 

defense. The institution of the Maximum on grains and flour on May 4, 

1793, and its extension to all necessary goods on September 11, 1793, 

brought an end to the era of economic freedom and replaced it with a 

control led economy prope 1 led by governmenta 1 force and wi 11. The 

government fixed the prices of goods and kept the market-place 

provisioned through means of requisitions. The government's will was 
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backed up by force - - the most vivid symbol of which was the armees 

revo 7 ut i onna ires. m 

The Maximum was far from being a perfect system. Throughout the 

period that it remained in force, from May 1793 to December 1794, it 

appeared to be teetering on the point of collapse, largely because of 

the stubborn resistance put up by the cultivators. The latter in turn 

were backed up by local officials who resented being bullied by Paris 

and having their own districts drained of grain by the capital, the 

armies and the districts that lacked enough grain for their needs. 1w 

In the short run, however, the system met its immediate goals . Despite 

some violations, grain and bread were sold at the decreed prices. 11 9 

Markets were far from adequately provisioned but the situation was at 

least better than in the preceding period. It was the poorer districts 

-- Mantes, Saint-Germain and Versailles - - that benefitted the 

111 One of the best studies of the enforcement of the Maximum is 
Richard Cobb's, The People's Armies, trans. by Marianne Elliot (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1987), 249-312. 

lla An example of one such case may be found in 
"L'armee revolutionnaire dans le district 
(brumaire-germinal an II)" Annales Historiques de 
Fran9aise 193 (1950): 193-220. 

Richard Cobb's 
de Pontoi se 
la Revolution 

119 According to Richard Cobb " ... (even the) application of the 
Maximum to grain was a considerable achievement, and most of the 
authorities of the Year II recognized that grain and bread had indeed 
been sold at statutory prices, not only in Paris but throughout 
France." The People's Armies, 308. 
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t 120 

mos • Although appearing to be perpetually po ised on the brink of 

disaster, these districts survived with the help of requisitioned 

grain. Thus Saint -Germain received grain from Gonesse and Pontoise, 

Mantes from Dourdan, and Versailles from Montfort , Dourdan, Etampes, 

Gonesse and Corbe i 1. 121 On the who le the department stayed calm during 

the period that the Maximum was in operation. 

The primary assemblies in the department of the Seine-et -Oise, 

which had been convened in June 1793 to vote on the Constitution of 

1793, came out strongly in support of the Maximum on prices. Several 

of these assemblies also demanded that the Maximum on property be tied 

to the Maximum on prices. The three communes of L isses, Ivry-sur-Seine 

and Villabbe fixed at 150 arpents the maximum quantity of land that 

a farmer could exploit. As their orator pointed out, this measure 

would eliminate the aristocracy of farmers who by exploiting 10,000 

to 12,000 arpents of land dictated the law to two or three villages 

because of the lack of competition. The assembly of Meulan similarly 

sought to assure the subsistance generale. It maintained that the best 

way to guarantee this would be to prevent the concentration of too 

1
~ For Versailles, Defresne and Evrard, Les subsistances, 

2:1-246; for Saint-Germain, Rocher, Le district de 
Saint-Germain-en-Laye, 220-223; for Mantes, E. Grave, "Les 
subsistances a Mantes en 1793-1794," Bulletin de l ' histoire economique 
de la Revolution, Comite departemental de Seine-et-Oise 2 (1908): 
60-70. 

121 Pierre Caron ed., Commission des subsistances de l'an II. 
Proces verbaux et actes (Paris: £. Leroux, 1924), 38, lQS-106, 476, 
487, 510, 538, 587, 616-617, 636; Defresne and Evrard, Les 
subsistances, vol. 2, 113, 114, 117, 282 -312. 
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large an amount of land in the same hands. The assembly of Marines 

maintained that all farmers should be prohibited from exploiting two 

farms at the same time, such as joining to one's own farm other small 

pieces of land because this deprived poor citizens of all means of 

subsistence. 122 

After the Maximum 

The real misery began in the second half of 1794. The Maximum 

was so closely associated with Robespierre's regime that it became 

discredited after his death. That the Maximum had worked despite the 

opposition of the cultivators was only because of the tremendous 

apparatus of force set up to make them conform to a system under which 

prices did not reflect adequately the costs of production. After the 

fall of Robespierre, this apparatus of force also collapsed. Since 

cultivators were no longer forced to supply the markets, they did not. 

iu These primary assemblies had been convened in response to the 
invitation of the Convention issued on June 27, 1793 to vote on the 
Constitution of 1793. The original directive had been that these 
assemb 1 ies should limit themselves to a simple "yes II or "no" to 
express their approval or disapproval of the Constitution. But several 
hundred of the more than six thousand assemblies summoned accepted no 
such restraints. They proceeded to express freely their opinions on 
a large range of subjects, including the matter so close to their 
hearts, the question of subsistence . Their opinions have been tabled 
by C. Rtffaterre in an article of great value, "Les revendications 
~conomiques et sociales des assembl~es primaires de Juillet 1793," in 
Commission de recherche et de publication des documents relatifs a la 
vie economique de la Revolution no. 4 (1906): 321-380. The views of 
the primary assemblies of the Seine-et-Oise on the Maximum on prices 
and the Maximum on property may be found in pages 336 and 343-345 
respectively. 
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Finally the Maximum was repealed on 4 niv6se an III (December 24, 

1795), although requisitions temporarily stayed in place. Hopes that 

the cultivators would provision the markets once the ceiling on prices 

had been removed were soon crushed. Grain simply disappeared from the 

market-place. 

The collapse of the assignats 

The primary reason for the flight of grain from the markets was 

the collapse in the value of the ass;gnats. There were complaints in 

all the districts about the adamant refusal of the cultivators to 

accept ass;gnats as payment for grain. In both Corbeil and 

Saint-Germain, rioters claimed that they had begged the cultivators 

to se 11 them grain and had even offered to pay any price they 

demanded, but to no avail. 1
n On 5 germinal an III (March 25, 1795), 

the Municipality of Versailles denounced the greediness of the 

cultivators to the Convention: 

Ils dedaignent les assignats; le sac de grain se vend 300 

livres et le sac de farine 700 livres. Ce meme sac de ble est 

livre pour 36 livres en especes d'or et d'argent ou echange 

facilement contre des meubles, des habits ou du linge. 1
~ 

123 Testimony of Theodore MaHre, fOs a;ne, district of Corbeil; 
testimony of Fran~ois Bouilly and Pierre Laliez, district of 
Saint-Germain. All documents are in A.D.Y., 42 L 57\. 

1
~ Defresne and tvrard, Les subs;stances, 2:435. Richard Cobb has 

also said, "Whatever they had lost in the Year II the farmers won back 
tenfold in the unheard of conditions of the Year III. The farms of the 
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They disdain the assignats; the sack of grain sells at 300 

l i vres and the sack of flour at 700 livres. This same sack of 

grain is delivered for 36 livres in gold currency or is 

exchanged easily for furniture, clothes and linen . 

The Directory of the department also complained to the Committee 

of Public Safety that: 

Les fermiers ont avili les assignats en etablissant entre cette 

monnaie et le numeraire une disproportion effrayante et en 

provoquant le surhaussement du prix des marchandises par celui 

qu ' il ont mis i la denree de premi~re necessite . 1
~ 

The farmers have debased the assignats by establishing a 

frightening disproportion between it and the gold and silver 

currency and by provoking a rise in the price of goods by 

raising those on essential foodstuff. 

Pays de Caux, the Brie, the Beauce, the Soisonnais, of Flanders, the 
Orleanais and the Gatinais were like well-stocked furniture stores and 
sale rooms crammed with the pillage of cities. After what he had been 
through in the Year II the farmer no doubt had some excuse, but his 
rapacity knew no measure. At least the sans culotte economic 
restrictions of 1793-1794 had contributed as much to the magasins de 
la Republique as to the poor man's ill-stocked larder (and each got 
only the necessary minimum); whereas there was something insultingly 
indecent about the rural profiteering of the years III and IV. This 
was more than revenge; it was downright cupidity," The Police and the 
People, 300-301. 

125 Compte decadaire rendered by the administrators of the 
department of the Seine-et-Oise in the first decade of messidor an 
I I I. 
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On 7 ventose an III (February 25, 1795), the people who waited 

in vain for grain to arrive at the market-place of Mantes told their 

mayor: 

Les fermiers se refusent a nous vendre des grains pour des 

assignats; ils nous disent qu'ils ne nous en vendront que pour 

du vin ou pour de l'argent. 126 

The farmers are refusing to sell us grain for the assignats. 

They tel1 us that they will only sell it to us for wine or gold 

and silver currency. 

Speculation 

These circumstances encouraged many people who could lay their 

hands on a reserve of grain to throw themselves whole-heartedly into 

the grain trade. Widespread speculation, in turn, forced prices up. 

In Etampes and Corbeil, speculators bought rye for as much as 1550 

livres per setier. The Municipality of Mantes had the following 

connnents to make on the nature of this commerce: 

Legros capitaliste et l'homme aise qui se ressouvient de ce 

que le peuple courrouce a fait eprouver aux affameurs, en 1790, 

ne se melent plus du commerce des grains. Mais toutes les 

personnes de la campagne a qui, par la cherte excessive des 

126 £.Grave, "Les subsistances a Mantes de messidor an II a 
messidor an III," Bulletin de l'histoire economique de la Revolution: 
Comite departemental de Seine-et-Oise 4 (1910-1911): 46. 
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denrees, il suffit d'avoir trois ou quatre arpens de terre, une 

vache et douze poules pour etre dans l'opulence; les vignerons 

surtout, ...... se jettent a corps perdu dans le commerce des 

grains, parcourent tous les marches et toutes les fermes 
' 

achetent le ble a 45 livres et 50 livres le quintal, dans 

l'espoir de le vendre quand il sera encore plus cher. Par ce 

negoce, le grain d'un seul fermier va, en tres peu de temps, se 

trouver dissemine entre deux ou trois cents petits acquereurs 

qui auront d'autant plus de facilite de le sequestrer et de le 

cacher, qu'ils n'en auront chacun qu'une petite quantite. 1" 

The big capitalists and the rich men who remember what the 

wrathful people made the speculators suffer in 1790 meddle no 

longer with the grain trade. But all the people of the 

countryside for whom, because of the excessive dearness of 

grains, it is sufficient to have three or four arpents of land, 

a cow and a dozen hens to be rich; above all the 

wine-growers ..... throw themselves madly into the grain trade, 

travelling to all the markets and all the farms, buying grain 

at 45 livres and 50 Uvres per quintal, in the hope of 

reselling it when it is even more dear. Because of this trade, 

the grain of a single farmer is scattered in very little time 

between two and three hundred buyers for whom it is all the 

121 I b i d . , 41 . 
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easier to hide the grain because each of them has it in very 

small quantities .. . 

The procureur synd;c of Saint-Germain-en-Laye described largely 

the same sort of commerce: 

Cette denree (bled) ainsi que la farine ont disparu depuis 

longtemps. il s'en vend dit on encore tousles jours, mais ces 

chez les fripier, les cordonnier et autres individus qui 

commer~ant sur cette denree depuis la rarete; .... ils la 

revendent de deux cent vingt a deux cent trente 1 ivres le 

boisseau pesant 13 livres. 128 

This foodstuff (grain) as well as flour disappeared a long time 

ago. It is said to be still sold everyday, but at the second 

hand c lothesdea ler, the cobbler and others who dea 1 in this 

foodgrain since the scarcity; .... they resell (the grain) at 

220 to 230 1;vres the bo;sseau weighing 13 1;vres. 1
~ 

128 A. o. y. , 1 LM 396, compte dee ad a; re rendered by the procu~eur 
synd;c of Saint-Germain-en-Laye during the first decade of mess1dor 
an I I I. 

129 h d • f Compte decada;re rendered by t e procur~ur syn 1c o 
Saint-Germain-en-Laye during the first decade of mess1dor an III. 
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All these factors combined to cause a terrifying rise in the prices 

of grains. Fig. 4.13 gives an idea of the rise in prices in the market 

of Dourdan when compared with that of 1792. 1~ 

The price of bread al so rose almost every day, reflecting the 

steep rise in the prices of grains. On 6 messidor an II (24 June, 

1794), the price of the eight- pound loaf in Mantes was 26 sols. On 28 

messidor (July 16), it rose to 30 sols and then to 34 sols on 15 

niv6se An III (January 4, 1795). On 5 pluvi6se (January 24) its price 

was 48 sols. On 20 pluvi6se (February 8), the price of bread was fixed 

at 7.5 sols per pound (or 3 l i vres for the eight-pound loaf). By 20 

germinal the price had risen t o 24 so 1 s per pound. Thereupon the 

municipality decreed that the price of a pound of bread would be fixed 

at 18 sols and the bakers would be reimbursed by the municipality for 

their losses. 131 Even at this price, bread was not available. For 

example, in the town of Saint-Germain where the price of bread was 25 

sols in germinal an III, all distribution was suspended from 12 

germinal (April 1), which in turn provoked a riot on germinal 17 

1
~ Source: Prices for 1792 are from A.D.Y., 1 LM 458; prices for 

1795 are from Emile Auvray, "Les subsistances dans le district de 
~ourdan pendant la Convention thermidorienne," Bulletin.de l'hi~toire 
economique de la Revolution: Comite departemental de Se1ne-et-01se 14 
(1935-1937): 39 . 

The inflation index has been proportioned to the value 44 on 
~2/29/94 which (in livres) is the price of a 230 livre sack of wheat 
1n Dourdan on this date. 

IE Grave, "Les subsistances i Mantes de messidor an II i messidor 
an III," 36-63. 
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fig. 4.13. Prices of wheat at Dourdan in 1795. The last available 
price from 1792 is also given. For purposes of comparison, the rate 
of inflation has also been shown. Source: Auvray, Subsistances, 39. 

(April 6). 132 

When food became this scarce within the department , the 

activities of the agents, sent by the Parisian government to the 

various communes of the department of the Seine-et -Oise, provoked 

widespread resentment. These agents toured from farm to farm, buying 

up all the grain available at whatever prices the cultivators 

demanded. Thus the administration of the district of Etampes 

132 Rocher, Le district de Saint-Germain -en - Laye, 223. 
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complained to the procureur general syndic of the department of the 

Seine-et-Oise in the third decade of messidor: 

Un essa im de commi ssa ires envoyes par le gouvernement s, est 

repandu dans nos campagnes. ils achetent font battre et 

enlevent taus les grains a mesure qu'ils arrivent aux portes de 

la grange. ils payent taus les prix exiges par les cultivateurs 

et il est impossible a l'habitant et a l'ouvrier d'obtenir la 

preference. 133 

A swarm of agents sent by the government have spread through 

our countryside. They purchase, have threshed, and carry away 

a 11 the grain as soon as it arrives at the doors of the 

storehouse. They pay all the prices demanded by the cultivators 

and it is impossible for the inhabitants or the workers to 

obtain any preference. 

These agents toured not only Etampes and Dourdan, but 

Saint-Germain and Mantes as well, depleting the scant reserves that 

these poorer districts had at their disposal. At Saint-Germain these 

agents paid as much as 5000 livres for a sack of flour. As far as the 

districts of the Seine-et-Oi5e were concerned, their activities were 

not much different from the black marketeers who had emerged as the 

133 District d' ttampes: Compte rendu par les administrateurs du 
district envoyes au procureur general syndic, troisieme decade de 
messidor, A.D.Y., 1 LM 391. 
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scourge of the department in 1795. 1
~ Lastly, the Committee of Public 

Safety ' s decree of 4 germ inal (March 24) , which requisitioned for 

Paris all grains and flour in a twenty- l ieue circle around the capital 

greatly aggravated the situation. It wiped out all grain from the 

markets near the capital and helped to precipitate the r iots in the 

district of Saint -Germain and Corbeil in germina1 . 1
• The traditional 

resentment that the Seine-et-Oise bore towards Paris is evident in the 

following comment made by the procureur syndic of the district of 

Saint -Germain in the first decade of fru ctidor: 

Paris est tout; le reste n'est rien et les tresors que nature 

elabore doivent etre exclusivement consacre a cette commune 

eng lout i ssant. 136 

Paris means everything; the rest count for nothing and all the 

treasures wrought by nature have to be consecrated exclusively 

to this all engulfing commune. 

m For complaints against these agents in Etampes see compte 
decadaire rendered in the third decade of messidor and the first 
decade of fructidor, A.D.Y., 1 LM 391; in Pontoise, compte decadaire 
rendered in the third decade of fructidor, A.D . Y. , 1 LM 395; in 
Mantes, compte decadaire rendered in the first decade of messidor, 
A.D.Y., 1 LM 393; in Saint -Germain, compte decadaire rendered in the 
first decade of fructidor, A.D .Y., 1 LM 396. 

1
• For the effect of this decree in the district of 

Saint-Germain, see Cobb "Les disettes de l'an II," 249. 
136 Compte decadaire rendered by the procureur syndic of the 

district of Saint -Germain in the first decade of fructidor, an III, 
A.D.Y. , 1 LM 391. 
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The Weight of Requisitions 

Whereas the cultivators were liberally abused for not bringing 

grain to market, they in turn maintained that the weight of 

requisitions was exhausting their resources. The law of 14 brumaire 

an II (November 4, 1793), which decreed that the department of the 

Seine-et-Oise was to be exclusively reserved for the provisioning of 

Paris, turned out to be a source of friction, not only between the 

Seine-et-Oise and Paris, but between the different districts of the 

Seine-et-Oise as well. The richer districts claimed that it was 

impossible to fulfill requisitions for the poorer districts, in 

addition to fulfi11ing those for Paris. Thus in December 1793, the 

district of Pontoise refused to fulfill requisitions in favor of 

Saint-Germain, citing the burden of their obligations towards Paris. 

On February 12, 1794, the district of Etampes dispensed its 

cultivators from fulfilling any requisitions other than those for 

Paris. 131 On 30 floreal an II (May 19, 1794), when some commissioners 

from Versailles attempted to requisition flour from the two communes 

of Sa int-Mart in-des-Champs and Osmoy in the district of Montfort, they 

were attacked by enraged crowds and bare1y escaped with their 

1ives. 138 

137 Caron ed. Commission des subsistances de l'an II, 105, 106, 
343. 

138 Defrtsne and tvrard, Les subsistances, 2:248-252. 
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In 1795 the problem worsened as the cultivators and t he 

mun ic ipali t ies became openly defi ant. As requi s itions from Dourdan and 

Etampes virtually stopped, the plight of poorer districts like 

Versa i lles , Saint -Germain and Mantes worsened. 139 In the battle to 

secure gra in, it was each commune for itself ; the more powerfu l the 

commune, the greater its chances for success. Paris , at the top of the 

pyramid of power, cornered supplies in the districts of Dourdan , 

Janv i lle and Evreux (the last two in the department of the 

Eur -et -Loir) at the expense of Versailles, in the Vex in at the expense 

of Mantes, and in the districts of Breteu i l (Oise) Gonesse and Corbeil 

at the expense of Saint-Germain . 1
~ Next in order of importance came 

t he chef - l;eu of each district. The smaller communes were the worst 

off . On 11 germinal an III (March 31, 1795), the Municipality of 

Louveciennes complained that it was impossible to purchase grain in 

the towns of Ablis and Dourdan in the district of Dourdan because of 

the requi s itions being made for Versailles. w The report of Germain, 

139 E. Auvray, "Les subsistances d~
1
ns le di~trict d~ ~our~an 

pendant la Convention thermidorienne, Bulletrn ~e l h1~to1re 
econom;que de la Revolut;on: Comite departemenfal de ~e1ne-et -01se 14 
(1935 - 1937): 38,41 ; Cobb , "Les disettes de l an II , 248. 

1~ A "L b • tances dans le district de Dourdan, " 41 ; uvray , es su s1s . II , 'd III 11 Grave "Sb . t , M tes de mess1dor an a mess1 or an , , u s 1 s ances a an " . E' d d o f ' L 50 -SJ · c bb "L d . tt d 1 'an II 248 , vrar an e resne , es , o es 1se es e ' · , d • 1 III subs • t ' 434 . R c Cobb "Les Journees e germ ma an 
da 1s ances, 2:390 ,_ . ' • • de ~aris; Tro is ~meutes de la faim : 
R ns le zone de rav1ta 1 l le~ent L ,, in Terreur et Subs;stances: 

ouen, Ami ens, Sa i nt-Germa rn-en- a~e 63 1793-1795 (Paris: Librairie Clavreu 1l , 1965 ), 2 • 

i • 1 Defresne and Evrard, Les subsistances , 2:388. 
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mayor of Virof1ay in the district of Versailles, who had been sent to 

purchase grain for his commune noted: 

I 1 a vu sur 1es marches tous 1es grains en 1eves par deux 

categories d'acquereurs; 1es vignerons qui ayant vendu 1eur vin 

cher echangeaient un poin~on pour deux sacs de ble, 1es 

commissaires des grands vi11es qui, 1es mains p1eines 

d'assignats achetent chez 1es 1aboureurs a mesure du battage et 

de la mouture. Enfin le representant Loiseau a donne ordre a 
tous 1es fermiers de 1ivrer par preference pour Paris, ce qui 

entrave 1 'approv is ionnement des petites communes. 142 

He had seen in the markets a11 grain taken by two kinds of 

buyers; the wine-growers who, having sold their wine dearly, 

exchange a poin~on for two sacks of grain, [and] the agents 

from the large towns, who, their hands full of assignats, 

purchase from the laboureurs as the grain is threshed and 

ground. Lastly, the representative Loiseau has given orders to 

all the farmers to give preference in deliveries to Paris, 

which hinders the provisioning of the smaller communes. 

Another factor which contributed to the scarcity in the 

market-place was the result of another kind of requisition -- that of 

'
42 Ibid., 396-397. Report is dated 24 p1uviose an III (February 

12, 1795). 
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manpower and of iron (which was necessary for making instruments of 

war). The result was a lack of threshers as well as of agricultural 

implements in the countryside. The effects of this scarcity might have 

been exaggerated by the cultivators. But the problem existed, as is 

evidenced by the efforts of the municipalities to round up people to 

serve as threshers in the Years II and III. 1
~ These efforts were not 

entirely successful. The required number of threshers often could not 

be found. In accordance with the instruct ions of the Committee of 

Public Safety, each section at Versailles opened up a register in 

which people willing to help with the harvest of the Year III could 

sign up. The project was a dismal failure because hardly anybody 

signed up. 1
« Even if a number of people could be rounded up, they 

could not be provided with the necessary implements. Sometimes the 

threshers were sent back by furious farmers, who claimed that their 

inexperience was more a hindrance than a help. On August 2, 1794 , the 

Conseil general of the commune of Versailles wrote to the 

municipality, thanking it for the exemplary zeal which it had shown 

in sending men to work on the harvest, but requesting it to "choose 

preferably those citizens who are in a condition to support the 

"
3 Ibid., 27-33; also Auvray, "Les subsistances dans le district 

de Dourdan," 36. 
144 Defresne and Evrard, Les subsistances, 2:30-31 . 
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fatigue and used to working in the fields. "145 Scant at tent ion was 

paid to these complaints as is evident from the increasing use of 

prisoners of war to serve as threshers during the Year III. 146 

Therefore, a complex of causes, most of them the direct result 

of the war, created the scarcity in the market-place in the Year III. 

In richer districts like Corbeil and Dourdan, as well as in a few rich 

communes of Versailles, people suffering from scarcity, at least, had 

a choice. They could raid the farms of the big laboureurs and fermiers 

where they found precious reserves of grain. That 140 people could 

find enough grain in just one farm at Paray tells us why the term 

disette factice was bandied about so liberally in times of scarcity, 

as it was during the Year III. But in the poorer districts like 

Mantes, Saint-Germain and Versailles, which did not produce enough to 

feed themselves in the best of times, people agitated helplessly in 

the market-place because they had nowhere else to turn. On 27 ventose 

(17 March) the Municipality of Mantes wrote to the Conwnittee of Public 

Safety that 5000 quintals of grain had been requisitioned from the 

small farmers of Mantes with the solemn promise that it would be 

returned once the season was more advanced. Not only had the grain not 

been returned, but Mantes had had to take on the additional 

responsibility of feeding the endless numbers of carters, seamen and 

1
~ "Choisir de prdfdrence des citoyens en dtat de sypporter la 

fatigue et habituds aux travaux de champs." DefrAsne and Evrard, Les 
subsistances, 2:29. 

146 Ibid., 303. 
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0ther transport workers who descended on the various communes along 
the river Seine while transporting grain to Paris. 147 It was really 

districts like Mantes which were worst off in the Year III. Because 

of the general shortage of grain, they were deprived of the outside 

assistance that they received in normal years. What made matters worse 

was that they were also drained of their own meagre resources which 

Were chanelled into sectors regarded as more important, that is , Paris 

and the armies. 

Cone lus ions 

Looking back at the period 1791 -1 795, it becomes evident that 
the department of the Seine-et-Oise suffered from a lack of adequate 

Provisioning of the market-place, which in turn led to chronic high 

Prices of grain. Considering the fact that the harvests during these 

Years were average at worst (1791) and good as a rule (1792, 1793, 

1794, 1795), there appears to have been no natural cause for the rise 

in Prices. This caused great public anger and led to the food riots. 

The causes of the rise in prices must be viewed against the 

background of the liberalization of commerce with which governments 

had been experimenting since the mid 1760s. Liberalization of commerce 

led to a diversion of grain from the markets of the Seine-et -Oise 

because the cultivators now preferred to sell their grain at higher 

1
~ Grave "Subsistances i Mantes de messidor an II i Messidor an 

I II'" 50-51. ' 
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prices for distant markets, whether they be the southern departments 
' 

Paris or even foreign nations. Prices of grain in the department of 

the Seine -et -Oise consequently went up. 

During the period of controlled commerce, this phenomenon would 

not have been possible because cultivators would have been forced to 

take their grain to local markets where ordinary consumers would have 

had precedence over the merchants in buying grain. The traditional 

rules of the market-place became obsolete during the period of free 

commerce. Merchants, millers and bakers bought grain at the farms of 

cultivators, they bought grain which was on the way to market and they 

bought grain at the market-place at high prices before ordinary 

consumers had a chance to bargain. Cultivators too, preferred to sell 

at their homes because they could thus avoid the costs of transport 

and could also set their own prices away from the watchful eyes of the 

crowd in the market-place. 

It may be argued that liberalization of commerce paved the way 

for a national market in grains by bringing closer together the prices 

of grain in the different departments of the nation. In the short run, 

however, the rise of prices greatly affected the wage earners in the 

Seine-et-Oise because wages did not keep up with the price rise . 

Consequently, the steep hike in prices put wage workers in the 

department at a serious disadvantage. In 1790 the daily wage of a 

manouvrier in the district of Pontoise was 1 1ivre. It had risen to 

3 7ivres in 1795. The price of wheat was 15 1ivres per quintal while 
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the prices of rye and barley were 11 and 8 livres respectively. In 

1795, the prices of wheat, rye and barley were 60, 40 and 30 livres 

respectively. Therefore, while wages rose by a factor of three between 

1790 and 1795, food prices rose by at least a factor of 3.6 . In the 

district of Etampes, wages rose from 1 livre 10 sols in 1790 to 5 

livres in 1795. But the district reported that prices of wheat had 

gone up from 11 livres per quintal in 1790 to an incredible 154 livres 

in 1795! 1
~ So it probably is safe to say that wages in the department 

did not keep up with prices. 149 This is evidenced, for instance, by 

the movement in the district of Gonesse in the spring of 1792. The 

original aim of this movement had been to secure a rise in the 

salaries and subsidies of carters, other transport workers and 

agricultural laborers. 

The effects of price rises were particularly acute in the 

Seine-et-Oise because in this department a small coterie of laboureurs 

and fermiers controlled most of the land. The majority of residents 

did not have access to sufficient land to meet their subsistence needs 

or were completely landless. Therefore the rising prices caused 

tremendous social tension, as is reflected in the open hatred towards 

1
~ Quite possibly, an error was made in converting from one 

measure to another. 

m Wage and price figures given above are from Lucien Raulet, 
"L'Enquete sur les prix apres la suppression du maximum dans les 
districts d'Etampes et de Pontoise (ventose-floreal an III)," Bu77etin 
d'histoire economique de la Revolution: Comite departemental de 
Seine-et-Oise 5 (1911-1912): 287,291. 
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fermiers, laboureurs and grain merchants, who were branded as an 

aristocracy enjoying speciaJ privileges which were denied to the rest 

of the popuJation. 150 The food riots drew attention to the need for 

a better distribution of Jand holdings. It was as the direct result 

of the food riots that the demand to give more peopJe access to the 

Jand, if not as owners , then at Jeast as exploiters , was taken up at 

the administrative JeveJ in 1792. 

The effects of war made themselves felt from 1792 and 

complicated the effects of the liberalization of commerce. The 

increasing demands made on the food reserves of the department by the 

voJunteers as weJJ as by Paris, and the depreciation of paper money 

increased the probJem of scarcity in the market-place. The period of 

the Maximum marked an attempt to reverse the natural effects of war 

by forcing cuJtivators to provision markets and se11 at fixed prices. 

But this forced experiment couJd not be sustained. When the Maximum 

was Jifted, the reaction was a11 the more severe. By 1795, the 

market-pJace, where for so Jong producers and consumers had met face 

to face to buy, seJJ and bargain, had Jost much of its importance and 

the site of exchange had shifted elsewhere. 

1
~ For more on this theme see next chapter. 
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Chapter V 

Riots and Revolution 

Introduction 

This chapter analyzes the organization , the motivations and the 
soc· 1 

la and demographic composition of the riot groups . Attention is 

also Paid to any changes that occurred in any of these areas during 
the pe • 

r 1od under survey . Another theme this chapter addresses is if 
th

e Revolution had any impact on the riots, that is, if the lessons 

learned from the Revolution affected the thinking and the organization 
of the · rioters and so gave these riots a character that is not 
typ. 

ically associated with the traditional food riots. 

Any comprehensive study of the riots in the department of the 
Seine-et-01·se during the revolutionary years must really begin in 
1791 

• Records for 1789 are sparse . The available evidence also 
ind· 

icates that the food riots of July-August 1789 were not as 
W'd 1 

espread in the region around Paris as in some of the other 

Provinces, although the scale of the riots was not negligible either. 1 

J 

Whi h See Georges Lefebvre's account of the grain riots in the region 
thecG Was later on to become the department of the Seine-et-Oise in 

reat Fear of 1789; rural panic in revolutionary France, trans . 
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1790 was a quiet year as far as food riots are concerned. The riots 

broke out again on a large scale in 1791-1792 and there is enough 

information for these years to make a meaningful analysis possible. 

The riots of 1791 and 1792: Targets of activity 

The food riots of 1791 and 1792 were essentially market riots , 
tr· 

iggered by shortages and high prices in the market-place. The 

rioters took direct action to rectify this state of affairs. Reacting 

against the high prices, they imposed just prices on grain and bread. 

The Price of the best quality wheat was fixed at between 20 livres and 
24 livres per setier, while the price of bread was fixed at the 
trad ·t · 1 1onal price of 2 sols per livre. Rioters also took steps to 

remedy the shortage of grain. They searched out all stores of grain 
wh· h ic belonged to the grain merchants or to the cultivators and sold 
them off at the set price. Sometimes this grain had already been sold 

and was only being stored till it could be delivered. A miller of 
L. 

imours suffered heavy losses when in the course of a market riot on 

March 1, 1792, IO to 12 setiers of wheat, that he had purchased on the 

Previous market day and stored in a loft, were confiscated by the 

crowd and sold off. When the mayor attempted to interfere, he was 

accused of being in league with the hoarders and threatened with a 

g~an WhJte (New York: Pantheon Books, !97~), pp.89-90: ~lso~ Henri 
n~t, la Grande Peur en Hurepoix " Hemo1res de la Federat10n des 

soc1 ' t - ' • 7 '17 d F la e es historiques et archeologiques de Par1s et de e e ranee 
-19 (1967-1968): 99-200. 
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hang ing .
2 

The crowd was extremely suspicious of large stores of grain 

f ou nd out s ide the market -place , for hoarding was thought to be largely 

respons ible for the scarcity in the market -place . Thibault , gra in 

merchant and suspected hoarder wa s killed at Montlhery on February 13, 
1792

, a lthough a search of his granary yielded only 50 sacks of peas , 
beans d an other green vegetables and no grain or flour . The rumor 

immediate ly spread that Thibault had been mixing wheat flour with that 

of Peas and beans . Such a charge was ridiculous, the Directory of the 

dist rict of Gonesse f b pointed out , because a set;er o eans cost more 
than a ' t . se 1er of wheat flour . 3 This rumor , however , was indicative of 
th

e hatred borne towards the grain merchants by the people which led 
th

em to believe anything defamatory said about them, than it was of 
th

e gullibil i ty of the public. 

The search for grain fanned out into the countryside. Bands of 

People systematically searched the farms for hidden stores of grain . 
When 1 

arge stores of grain were discovered , the proprietor was often 
th

reatened with a hanging.4 The farmers only escaped after promising 

z 
li Letter of the brigadier of the gendarmerie of Limours to the 
17~~tenant colonel of the department of Versailles, dated March 2, 

'A.N. F/7/3689/7. 
3 

Di Report of the Directory of the district of Gonesse to the 
rectory of the department, dated February 18, A.N. F/7/3689/7. 

4 . 

on As was s;eur Cauville of Martiniere in the par1sh of Saclay, 
Die of the largest cultivators of the region. See letter of the 
23rectory of the department to the Legislative Assembly, dated Mar~h 
th~ 1792 , A.N., DXL/16 . Numerous other instances may also be fo~ nd 1n 
dis t r~port of the steward of the farm of Plessis - le-Comte rn the 

rlct of Corbeil , dated February 23, 1792, A.N. F/7/3689/7, A.N. 
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to t ake grain t o market on t he next market day . 5 These vi s its to fa rms 
Were a . 

comparat1ve1y new featu re of eighteenth -century riots , 6 but 
they be 

came a fully estab1 ished feature in 1791 and 1792 , draw ing the 

attent ion of t he authori t ies. 7 

Closely associated with the market r iot was the entrave . There 
Were 

numerous instances in 1791 and 1792 when wagon loads of grain 

Were stopped and rerou t ed 1 8 to t he nea rest ma rket -pace. Sometimes , it 
Was • 

J US t one cartload of grain like the one that was stopped at Saclay 

a
nd stored in Palaiseau to be sold on the next market day. 9 The point 

to note is 
that the grain was never sold or distributed on the spot 

DXL/16 . 

5 

about tin Dourdan precise instructions were given to the cultivators 
Dourd e a~ount of grain each of them were to take to the market of 
the fan, Wh1ch was proportional to the amount of grain discovered in 
Dourd arms· See report of the Conseil general of the commune of 

an, A.D . Y. , 1 LM 459. 
6 

consc i Guy leMarchand , "Traub les popu la ires au XVII Ie s iec le et 
h;sto ~nee de classe: une preface a la Revolution fran~aise , " Annales 

r 7ques de la Revolution fran~aise 43 (1971): 35. 
7 

depart See speech made by Lebrun , President of the Directory of_the 
Parle ment. to the National Assembly on March 6,_ 1792, _ 1rch1~es 
et p f7n~a1res de 1789 a 1860; recueil complet des debats leg1slat1fs 
Volso 1(t 7qu~s des chambres fran~aises (premiere serie, 1787-1799), 92 
39:4j4 Pans: Librairie administrative de P. Dupont, 1862-1980), 
Sein • Also the letter of the Directory of the department of the 
DXL;f6et-Oise to the Legislative Assembly on March 23, 1792, A.N., 
countr • _Both referred to the fact that the_ inhabi~ants of ~he 
grain YSlde were forcing the cultivator~ to s1g~ pro~1se~ to br1ng 
regard to market in quantities which were f1xed ~rb1trar1~y w1thout any 

to the amount of grain they had in the1r granar1es. 
B 

For details , see chapter II, "The Geography of Food Riots." 
9 

A.o .v. , I LM 460. 
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where it w d . . 
as comman eered . The r1oters cons1stent1y rerouted the grain 

to the nearest market -place. Receipts acknowledging that grain had 

changed hands were given to the drivers of the carts as at Pa1aiseau 

or Etrechy. io 

Organization of the riots of 1791 and 1792 

The first striking feature of the riots is the amount of 
orga • • 

n1zat10n behind them and the efficiency with which they were 

carried out . In fact the term "riot" with its traditiona1 connotations 

seems total 1y inadequate to express the breadth and scope of the 

events of I 791 and I 792. Trad it iona 1 food riots as described by 

hi
st

orians 1 ike George Rude and Guy LeMarchandI1 were not very we 11 

organized. LP. Thompson has commented that "the food riot did not 

require a high degree of organization. 11 12 It was not that they 

happened out of the blue. Behind every food riot there was usua11y a 
h · 1st

ory of price rise and shortage and consequent popular anger. The 

10 p , 
alaiseau, A.O.Y., l LM 460. For Etrechy, F/7/3689/7. 

la , 
11

_George Rude, "La taxation popu1aire de mai 1!75 a ~aris et d~ns 
28 reg10n parisienne," Annal es historiques de la R~volut,on f,:anfa~se 

0 956): 139-179· "La taxation populaire de ma1 1775 en P1card1e, 
~~ Normandie et dans le Beauvaisis," Annales historiques de la 
Gevolution franfaise 33 (1961): 305-326. , , . , 
R~Y Le~archand, "Les troubles de subsistan~es dans la_ general1te d~ 
40 u~n, . A~nales historiques de la Revolut,~~ franfa1se 35_ (1963). 

/ 427, Troubles populaires au XVIIIe s1ec1e et consc1ence de 
~ asse: une preface a la R~volution fran~aise," Annales historiques 
e la Revolution franfaise no. 279 (1990): 32-48. 

Ei 
12 

LP. Thompson, "The Moral Economy of the English Crowd in the 
9hteenth-century," Past and Present 50 (1971): 119. 
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atmosphere would a l so be rife with rumors of hoarding and conspiracies 

to depr ive people of food . Local officials would warn of impend ing 

catastrophe if immedi ate act ion were not taken. But exactly how and 

When t he rio t s would break out was not clear, at least in a majority 

of cases. By contrast , in 1791 and 1792 , the rioters appear to have 

Pl anned t heir course of action meticulously in advance. In September 
1791

, t he Conseil general of the commune of Gonesse declared that the 

riots were the result of a compl ot projete depui s pl usiers }ours. 13 

This Was standard language used by officials in their accounts of food 

riots b t • • th · ·t I ' u th is t ime there appears to have been some tru 1n 1 . n 
th

e commune of Gonesse , alone, the ferment went on for over fifteen 

days. From their actions, which included price fixing in the 

market -place with the help of the national guard , systematic searches 

for grain , and diversion of all confiscated grain to the market -place 

at Gonesse, it appears that the rioters were putting into effect a 

Premeditated plan. This was even more evident in the commune of 

louvres where the plans were finalized in a parish assembly held on 

September 12 . All cultivators , bakers and municipal officers were 

ordered to attend. At this assembly they were presented with a written 

agreement that grain was henceforth to be sold at 20 livres per setier 

S IJ Report of the Conseil general of the commune of Gonesse , dated 
eptember 12, 1791 , A.N. F/7/3689/6. 
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and bread at 2 so l s pe r l ivre . All cul t ivators were required t o si gn 

t hi s agreement . 1' 

The r iot s of 1792 were far more widespread than those of 1791. 

Their organ izat ion al so became more sophi sti cated. The best source of 

informat ion i s the jud icial records, and from them it is sometimes 

possi ble to build up a complete pictu re of the preparation fo r a riot 

from the tes timony of wi tnesses and the interrogation of arrested 

persons . The chain of events which led t o the death of the mayor of 

Etampes was ini tiated at least a day earlier , in the small 

wine -growing community of Chamarande . 15 On the morning of March 2, an 

assembly was he 1d at Chamarande where the march on Etampes was 

planned . Let t ers were then sent out to the neighboring communes of 

Etrechy , Auvers, Lardy and Boissy-sous-Saint -Yon, inviting their 

inhabitants to join those of Chamarande the next day in an expedition 

to Etampes to bring down prices of grain and bread. All members of the 

commune were ordered to join, indeed forced to join , including members 

of the national guard and municipality . 16 Early in the morning on 

14 Letter written by the Municipality of Louvres to the Directory 
of the district of Gonesse, dated September 15, 1791, A. N. F/7/3689/6 . 

15 One hundred and forty six people appeared as witnesses , for the 
prosecution in the case of the murder of Simoneau, mayor of Etampes . 
Their testimony, as well as the interrogations of the twenty-eight 
arrested persons are to be found in A.D .Y., 42 L 30 . 

15 Louis Jacques de Batz, gardener and member of the national 
guard of Chamarande testified that all those who had been reluctant 
to join the marchers were jeered at and abused the whole way to 
Etampes, testimony that was backed up by others . _J~an Pierre Alain 
carpenter of Boissy , had dared not refuse to Jorn , but once at 
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March 3, the marchers from Chamarande set out, to the sound of drums, 

armed with pitchforks, sticks, bayonets, guns and swords, led by their 

municipality and national guard. They marched to all of their 

neighboring communes and were joined by people awaiting their arrival. 

Finally, when they set out for Etampes, the marchers were five hundred 

to six hundred strong. 

Etampes was not an exception. On February 12, the inhabitants 

of Vert- le-Grand held an assembly where it was decided that they would 

march to Montlhery the next day to bring down prices of grain. They 

forced their procurator to write a letter to the commune of 

Vert - le-Petit asking its inhabitants to join them. The march on 

Montlhery by these communes precipitated the riot that signalled the 

outbreak of troubles throughout the department. The riots in 

Brie-Comte-Robert, Limours and Dourdan in March, and in Montfort and 

Rambouillet in October, involved a large number of communes. 

Sometimes, all the communes of a canton acted in concert, as at Brunoy 

in March and Louvres in April 1792. 

The convnunes acted together to "impose order on the 

market-place" with well-planned determination. In Montlhery 

representatives of twenty-two co11111unes met together to decide that on 

every market day, each co11111une would delegate ten men of the national 

guard to maintain order in the Montlhery market-place. It was also 

Etampes, had proceeded to hide himself in a storage room, A.D.Y., 
42 L 30. 
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decided that al l inhabitants who needed grain would be given special 

billets or tickets so they could have preference in the 

market -place. 11 In the district of Dourdan, too, the communes around 

the city sent detachments of their national guards to police the 

market-place. The presence of these delegates had the required effect. 

The terrified laboureurs all agreed to sell their wheat at 20 livres 

per setier. ~ The Limours market -place was similarly policed by the 

communes surrounding it. It was the same in the markets of Rambouillet 

and Montfort in October 1792. What the insurgents called establishing 

order in the market -place was naturally not looked upon as such by the 

authorities. Describing the troubles in the district of Versailles, 

the Directory of the department wrote: 

459. 

Ces memes habitants vont les jours de marche a Palaiseau, a 
Montlhery, et de meme armes et tambour battant sous pretexte 

d'y mettre l'ordre, et dans le fait, pour forcer les 

cultivateurs a leur donner le ble au prix qui leur convient. 19 

11 Report of Huet and Rouveau, dated March 11, 1792, A. D. Y. , 1 LM 

18 From the register of deliberations of the Conseil general of 
the commune of the city of Dourdan, dated March 10, 1792, A.D.Y., 1 
LM 459. 

19 Letter of the Directory of the department of the Seine-et-Oise 
to the Legislative Assembly, dated March 23, 1792, A.N. DXL/16. 
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These same inhabit ants go on market days to Pa la i seau, to 

Montlhery , armed and beating on their drums, on the pretext of 

imposing order there , but, in fact, to force the cultivators to 

give them grain at a price which suits them. 

At Marly- la-ville and Fontenay- les-Louvres in the district of Gonesse, 

the insurgents, led by carters and other agricultural laborers, not 

only determined the amount of grain that each farmer had to supply to 

the market but also the period of the year (April through November) 

that such delivery had to be made. At Fontenay , the agreement drawn 

up specified that this grain would be reserved for the consumption of 

journaliers and other workers. The rioters also decided that the 

consumption needs of each family of journaliers would be verified to 

determine exactly the amount of grain the farmers would have to 

supply. 20 

Other surprising details of organization emerge from the 

records. In the canton of Brunoy, Sieur Lelarge was placed in charge 

of distributing arms to the rioters. 21 In Lardy, rioters returned arms 

to their original owners by handing these over to their cure in the 

confessional, thereby ensuring that their identities would be kept 

20 Extrait d'un acte fait par la commune de Harly-le-ville , dated 
April 2, 1792; from the register of the Municipality of 
Fontenay-les-Louvres, dated April 4, 1792, both in A.D.Y., 1 LM 459. 

21 Testimony of Pierre Pichot, weaver of Brunoy, on June 28, 1792, 
A.D.Y., 42 L 28. 
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secret . The cure said that he had been told in the confessional that 
th

ese arms had been gathered before the march to Etampes. 22 

Another striking feature of the riots was the attempt to involve 

municipal officers and the members of the national guard , both local 

au
th

ority figures . This may have been an attempt by the rioters to 

Protect themselves from future retribution, but there may be another 

explanation as well. 

In a 1989 study of crowd and politics during the Revolution, 23 

Col • 1
n Lucas has argued that from 1789 on there was an important shift 

in the Political consciousness of the crowd. Even in 1789, the crowd 
had come t . . o 1dent1fy the government , rather than individual authority 
figures · 

as 1ts primary antagonist . Then came the realization that if 
it were t 0 seek a permanent solution for its problems, it had to put 

Pressure on the seat of power and force the holders of state power to 

enact measures that would ensure permanent solutions to popular 

Problems. This was reflected in the events of October 1789 when the 
king w f . h as orced to accompany them from Versa1lles to Paris.Tis type 

of action, which was completely new in 1789, was repeated in 1792 and 
1793 

as Well as during the food riots of germinal (March-April) and 

Prairial (May-June) Year III. It may be argued, following Lucas, that 

-------------
d. 

22 

From the register of de 1 iberat ions of the Directory of the 1st
rict of Etampes, dated April 2, 1792, A.D.Y., 1 LM 408 • 

ad 
23 

Colin Lucas "The Crowd and Politics, 11 in The French RevoluUon 
P~r the Creatfon 'of Hodern Political Culture, 2 vols. (Oxford : 9amon Press, 1989): 2:261. 
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during th f d . 
e oo riots of 1792 the rioters were also attempting to put 

Pressure on the holders of power in order to force them to take 
measures wh· h 

ic would solve the problems of the rioters. Admittedly, 
th

e seats of power being target ed were local, but this was wholly in 
keep· 

ing with the mentality of the rioters. 

The riots of 1792 were larger in scope when compared with those 

of the pre-revolutionary years, but the basis of action remained at 
most " 

a confederacy of communes." 24 It was logical, therefore, that 
th

e seat of power in the commune -- the municipality -- would be 

chosen as the target to exercise pressure. It must be emphasized that 
the mu • · 

nicipal officers were not chosen as representatives of the crowd 

Who would act on their own initiative. Rather, they were treated as 
instrum t 

ens to enforce the will of the crowd; they were to put into 

action the rioters' plan. The rioters took steps to bring under 

control all those who in their view were injuring the interests of the 
large 

r community in their search for narrow economic gain. This was 

done by d • · · 1 ff · raw1ng up decrees and then forcing the mun1c1pa o icers, 
th

e farmers, millers and bakers, to affix their signatures to them. 

Thus for a period of time, it was the law made by the insurgents that 

held sway over the market-place and its environs, and the authorities 

"Th z4 This expression has been used by David Hunt in_ his a:ticle, 
Se/ People and Pierre Dolivier: Popular _Upris_mgs m t he 
(Fa~r-et-Oise Department (1791 -1792)," French H1stonca l St udies 2 

, 1979) ; 200. 
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had no a Jternat ive but to submit to these 1aws. 25 On September 6, 

1791 , the rioters of Etampes forced the Conse;1 general of the commune 

as we11 as the Directory of the district to draw up a decree which was 

signed by e1even of the insurgents and on1y one notab1e.~ This decree 

1aid down that on1y the bakers and the citizens of Etampes cou1d buy 

wheat from the market-p1ace and then on1y for their persona1 

consumption. The mi 11ers cou 1d on 1y mi 11 for the bakers and the 

citizens. If other municipalities needed wheat from Etampes, they had 

to address themse1ves to the Municipa1ity of Etampes. The peop1e put 

in charge of these purchases of wheat cou1d buy in the market-p1ace 

of Etampes, but the municipa1ities had to acknow1edge receipt of these 

grains by stamping their passports. Grain cou1d not be so1d "by 

samp1e" in the market-place. Grain unso1d on a market day cou1d not 

be taken back, but had to be stored in the church of Saint Croix and 

again exposed for sale on the next market day. Last1y, the Nationa1 

Assemb1y would be presented with a decree requesting that the prices 

of f1our be set. This address wou1d be signed by as large a number of 

citizens as possible. The decree, thus, marked a return to some of the 

n R.B. Rose has described this situation as the establishment of 
a "1oca 1, 1 imited 'dictatorship of the pro 1etariat' 11 in 
"Eighteenth-century Price Riots and Public Po1icy in Eng1and," 
Internat;onal Rev;ew of Soc;al H;story 6 (1961): 288. 

26 The original decree is missing from the records but a synopsis 
can be found in the 1ist of documents drawn up by Claude Gi11ot, 
Justice of the peace of the city of Etampes, dated March 10, 1792 and 
inc1uded in A.D.Y., 42 L 30. 
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old rules whi ch had control led t he commerce in grain in the ancjen 

reg;me . 

The drawing up of decree s shows that the rioters envisioned 

impos ing these controls on a permanent basis and devised practical 

measures for doing so . In earlier years , the rioters also , might have 

wanted permanent solutions but t hey had generally lacked the 

organ ization necessary for ach ieving them . Again , following Colin 

Lucas , i t may be argued that the insurgents invaded the seat of public 

power , or in Lucas' words , "t he public space" , but, whereas the 

traditional crowd would have receded from the public space once they 

felt that their immediate goals had been achieved , this crowd sought 

a permanent control of this space for the realization of its own ends. 

Even though outwardly, municipal forms were being maintained, there 

was a substitution of municipal authority by popular authority. 21 

21 For Lucas' statement on public space, see "The Crowd and 
Politics , " 269-271. Of the Parisian crowd of 1793, Lucas says, "The 
Germinal and Prairial days also demonstrate the limits on the crowd's 
capacity for revolutionary action . In practice, once it had invaded 
the Convention, it did not really know what to do with the powers it 
had gained. It depended entirely upon the rump of radical deputies 
taking charge and providing it with detailed measures to enforce. It 
had no real concept of revolutionary substitution" . By contrast, the 
rioters of 1792 seemed to have had some idea of how their power was 
to be used, admittedly at the local levels of government . 
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Language 

The actions and organization of the rioters' provide important keys 

to understanding the nature of the riots . The language used by the 

rioters provides another important key to their feelings. Municipal 

officers frequen t ly reported that while remonstrating with the crowd 

t hey had pointed out that the rebels were breaking the laws but were 

met with the response that "they did not give a damn about the 

laws." n The Conseil g~n~ral of the district of Dourdan said in its 

report of March 6 that the department was in a state of crisis because 

the people had lost respect for the laws and confidence in their 

magistrates. 29 In their report of March 24, 1792, the convnissioners 

Huet and Rouveau described the events that had taken place on the 

outskirts of the city of Oourdan on that day. While attempting to 

prevent a coalition of communes from entering Oourdan, the 

commissioners told them that they were breaking the law on the free 

circulation of grain. The people are said to have replied that "the 

law was not good, that it was badly made, that it was not useful to 

them and that they required others. 1130 Alexandre Cocardat, drummer of 

the national guard of Chamarande, who was arrested for his role in 

n "Ils se foutaient des lois . " 
29 A.O.Y., 1 LM 461. 

~ "La loi n' jtait pas bonne, qu'elle ~tait mal-faite, qu'elle ne 
leur convient pas et qu'il leur fallait d'autre". The commissioners 
claimed to be reporting verbatim the expressions used by the rioters, 
A.D.Y., 1 LM 461. 
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organizing t he r iots , was al leged to have said that "he would not 

burden himse lf with the decrees and if the decrees did not want them 

to eat br ead t hen they did not wan t them. "31 

On September 17 , 1791 , Jacques David , journeyman plasterer of 

Etampes , had a fierce exchange of words with the procureur of the 

commune when the lat ter expressed his inability to give orders that 

the marechaussee withdraw from Etampes . David po inted out that the 

procureur had had no trouble giving orders for the sale of the land 

of his forefa t hers and of the clergy. The procureur replied that these 

orders had been given according to laws passed (by the Constituent 

Assemb ly) . David retorted , "Make laws for our district and we will 

support you . "32 

David' s exchange with the procurator was perhaps indicative of 

the hope for change aroused during the early days of the Revolution 

and the disillusionment that followed . His feelings were 

representative of those of the rioters who felt that if the laws made 

by the authorities did not ensure their interests, they would make 

their own laws . 

The targets of the rioters (and the victims of the riots) would 

be the laboureurs, farmers, bakers, millers, flour and grain merchants 

31 "Il ne s'embarrassait pas des d~crets et que si les d~cr~ts ne 
voulaient pas qu'ils mangeassent du pain ils ne voulaient eux." 
Interrogation of Alexandre Cocardat on May 24, 1792 , A.D.Y . , 42 L 27. 

32 "Faites des loix pour notre district et nous vous 
soutiendrons . " Interrogation of Jacques David, May 22, 1792, A.D.Y . , 
42 L 27. 
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- - a 11 those who had profited from the freed om of commerce and 

sacrificed, in the process, the people's right of subsistence . These 

targets became the new aristocrats of the Revolution, as much disliked 

and abused as the old ones had been. Charles Boudier, basketmaker of 

Etampes, was accused of having shouted after the death of Simoneau, 

that "his death must be followed by those of the merchants of grain 

and aristocrats. 11 33 Jean Brasiliev, journeyman weaver and journalier 

of Etampes, was accused of having raised a cry that all merchants and 

millers were to be hanged.M In Etampes, a number of merchants and 

millers had armed themselves on March 3 and joined the troops in a 

show of solidarity with the authorities. Their presence only inflamed 

the situation. They were warned that if they advanced to the 

market -place they could "render the Revolution more grand."n Isidoire 

Morize was supposed to have yelled in the market-place, "we have been 

dupes of the aristocrats and millers for long enough."~ 

Anyone who opposed the rioters was automatically grouped with 

the enemy. Gabriel Baudet, accused of firing on Simoneau, had called 

33 "Qu'il faudrait que sa mort fut suivi de celle des marchands 
de bleds et aristocrates. 11 Acte d'accusation against Charles Boudier 
dated June 1, 1792, A.D.Y., 42 L 30. 

M Interrogation of Jean Brasiliev dated May 22, A.D.Y., 42 L 30. 
35 "Rendre la Revolution plus grand~." Acte d'accusation against 

Jean Pierre Daudin, tapestry maker of Etampes, dated June 1, 1792, 
A.D.Y., 42 L 30. 

36 "Il ya assez longtemps que nous sommes dupes des aristocrates 
et des meuniers. 11 Interrogation of Isidoire Morize who gave his 
profession simply as broker on May 19, 1792, A.D.Y., 42 L 30. 
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r "coquin " (rascal) and "gueux " (villain, rogue), standard insults 

favored by the rioters, and also "marchand de ble". 37 The rumor that 

Simoneau traded in grain was r ife after his assassination , although 

there is not a shred of evidence to support the contention that he 

did. 38 The troops who opposed the rioters in the market-place were 

accused of being aristocrats themselves or in the pay of 

aristocrats. 39 The rioters' use of the term aristocrate shows an 

imaginative adaptation of the current vocabulary of the Revolution. 

The enemies of the people were lumped within this category and then 

opposed to the citoyens, another term popularized by the Revolution. 

Gabriel Baudet, a carter at Etampes, was reported to have asked the 

soldiers of the Regiment of Berry, "Are you citizens? I hope that you 

will be one of us and not one of the aristocrats . "~ Members of the 

national guard who were unwilling to join the rioters were also 

37 Acte d'accusation against Gabriel Baudet, dated June 1, 1792, 
A.D.Y., 42 L 30. 

38 An anonymous letter repeating this charge was written to 
Simoneau's widow after his death, A.D.Y., 1 LM 460. Pierre Dolivier, 
cure of Mauchamp, who led a delegation to the National Assembly 
elliptically referred to these rumors in his speech. David Hunt gives 
credence to these rumors without citing his sources. Hunt says , 
"Perhaps himself involved in the grain trade, Simoneau might have 
calculated that economic considerations alone required him to stand 
U? to these insurgents". Hunt, "The People and Pierre Dolivier," 196. 

~ Testimony of Sieur Juif, brigadier of the regiment of Berry and 
Sieur Foyer, cavalier of the same regiment, dated March 9, 1792, 
A.D .Y. , 42 L 30. 

~ "Etes vouz citoyens? J'espere que vous ferez de notre parti 
et que vous ne ferez pas ari stocrates . " Testimony of Sieur Ju if, dated 
March 9, 1792, A.D.Y., 42 L 460 . 
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branded · 
ar 7stocrates and accused of being opposed to the interests of 

the par· h is (aux besofos de la paro;sse).'1 

The use of terms like c;toyen and aristocrate certainly show a 

general awareness of the events unfolding in Paris and of the 

Vocabula h ry t at the Revolution had popularized, but the rioters 

adapted this vocabulary to express views and ideas that were sometimes 
Very d"f 1 ferent from those held by the revolutionaries in government. 
Obv • 

lously in March 1792, a majority of the members of the Legislative 

Assembly would not have attacked the big cultivators and merchants as 
the 11 

new aristocrats of the Revolution." The argument might be made 
that th e use of terms like c;toyen gave the rioters a sense of power, 
the 

source of which was the events of 1789. In 1789 the citoyens had 
Won i 

mportant victories over the aristocracy. Perhaps in the minds of 
the • 

r 1oters, the battle was being taken up once again, but with the 

new aristocrats this time -- those privileged who had profited from 

the eco • f ht nomic policies of the government. The battle was being oug 

at the local level, against the local laboureurs, grain merchants, 
m • 1 

1 lers and bakers. The language of the rioters shows that if they 

Were aware of the high politics of the Revolution, their interests 

Were purely local. 

Th • • 11 rs bakers and 1 s host i1 ity towards merchants, mi e , 

cultivators was not, of course, peculiar to Etampes. The murder of 

------------
41 T • f the national 9Uard estimony of Louis Jacques de Batz, captain~ 30 of Chamarande, dated July 12, 1792, A.D.Y., 42 • 
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Thibault t M , 
a ont lhery and the general i 11 -treatment of cu 1t ivators and 

merchants • th in e market-place and their homes give ample testimony of 
these feelings. 

Another striking example of how the people could invert or adapt 

the meaning of terms 

Revolution is provided 

popularized by the high politics of the 

by a dialogue that took place between a 

municipal officer and a rural worker of Meulan. In the words of the 

municipal officer, who reported the conversation , 

Un habitant de la campagne est venu chez un de nous et a dit 

II I l ' n Y a done plus de liberte en France." "Pourquoi?" lui 

a-t -on repondu. "C'est" (a repondu le campagnard) "qu'on vient 

de lire a la messe qu'il n' est plus permis d'aller chez les 

laboureurs leur dire d'apporter leurs grains au marche, et 

qu'ils peuvent le vendre chez aux a tel prix que ce soit, on a 

essaye de lui faire entendre raison, mais on n'a pas Y 

Parvenir". 

An inhabitant of the countryside came to one of us and said, 

"S th F " "Why?." someone 0 ere is no liberty anymore in ranee. 

responded. "Because" (replied the countryman) "one has juS t 

read at mass that it is no longer permitted to go to the 

laboureurs to tell them to bring their grain to market, and 

that they (the laboureurs) can sell at their homes at any 
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price. We attempted to make them see reason, but did not 

succeed." 

"Liberty," for the person involved, was not the liberty of 

commerce and circulation of food grains but rather the ancient liberty 

to defend one ' s basic right, that is, the right to subsistence. If the 

vocabulary used by the people symbolized their hopes and aspirations 

for the Revolution, then the different uses made of the same 

vocabulary indicate that different groups had different aspirations 

for the Revolution. To those who supported freedom of the grain trade, 

the rioters were the mal -intentionnes. Gabriel Baudet, who was among 

the rioters at Etampes on March 3, used this term to berate Simoneau, 

but, for him, the mal-intentionnes were those who would oppose the 

people's right to subsistence. Baudet charged: 

"C'est bien etonnant qu'un citoyen comme vous qui etes 

bien dans l'esprit du peuple ayez voulu faire detruire un 

peuple qui ne demande qu'a vivre, il faut que vous ayez 

ete conseille par des gens mal-intennionnes."u 

It is very surprising that a citizen like you who is well 

thought of by the people wanted to destroy a people who 

u Acte d'accusation against Gabriel Baudet, dated June 1, 1792, 
A.D.Y., 42 L 30. 
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only wanted to live, you must have been counselled by 

ill - intentioned people. 

Objectives of the rioters in 1791 and 1792 

A survey of the features of the riots clearly shows that the aim 

of the rioters was to restore to the market-place the importance it 

had enjoyed as the locus of exchange before the laws liberalizing 

commerce had been passed. Within the market-place, too, the rioters 

sought to reimpose the old controls that were being steadily whittled 

away, controls that the rioters believed had preserved the interests 

of the consumers. The new laws, guaranteeing free commerce and 

absolute rights of property, had all betrayed the interests of the 

consumers. They were held in contempt by the rioters. So the rioters 

wanted to go back to the earlier system of controls. They were an 

attempt to enforce a kind of socio-economic behavior which was no 

longer guaranteed in a changing world. In short the riots were an 

attempt to enforce the moral economy in the market-place. As such, 

they were a part of the traditional body of food riots that had broken 

out repeatedly in the eighteenth century. 

Sources of Ideas 

There were plenty of new ideas for the rioters to implement, for 

evidence indicates that there was a diffusion of new ideas t hroughout 

the department. One obvious source of such ideas was the circular 
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letters which circulated between the various communes and served as 

the primary means of communication . One such letter was that of Jean 

le Roy , procureur of the commune of Palaiseau who was blamed for 

starting the troubles in the district of Versailles and also in 

Dourdan. 0 Another case was that of Charles Blondeau, barre7maker of 

louvres, who was arrrested for writing the circular letters that 

provoked the troubles in the canton of louvres on Apri 7 3 and 4, 

1792. 44 

In addition to these letters, pamphlets were also written 

analyzing the causes of the high prices and shortages of foodstuff and 

proposing remedies for the situation. These pamphlets were very 

different from the learned debates in the National Assembly on the 

problem of subsistence. These were simple tracts, addressed directly 

to the people, often playing on their worst fears and encouraging them 

to take direct action. One of these pamphlets, written by 

M. Oucate 11 ier and entitled Adresse aux T1"ers £tat, found wide 

circulation in the district of Gonesse.~ This work squarely placed 

the blame for the misery of the peop 1e on the farmers who were 

denounced as hoarders. It alleged that the big farmers had bought up 

43 Report of the commissioners Rouveau and Huet, dated March 13, 
A.O.Y., 1 lM 459. 

"Interrogation of Charles Blondeau on May 2, 1792, A.D.Y., 42 
l 28. 

45 "Hemo;re justff;caUf pour Messieurs Coron et Roussel, 
off;c;ers mun;c;paux de Harly-la-vOle," A.D.Y., 42 l 28. 
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the grain f th 0 e small cultivators and were acting in accord with the 

monopolists . It went on to remind the Tiers £tat of their strength and 
called 

upon the people not to suffer their oppression silently because 
the Const ·t t . i u ion told them to rebel against their suffering. Among the 
Proposed r d' . . . . eme ies was setting the price of grain at 20 l1vres per 
setfer c • oron , mayor of Mar ly- la-Ville, and Roussel, mun ic ipa l officer 
of the same commune, both of whom were themselves implicated in the 
riots ·d ' i entified this tract as the direct cause of the riots of 
Gonesse . 

Many municipal officers and other members of local 

representative bodies were forced to join the riots, or, at least, 
they invariably claimed that they had been. But in more than a few 

cases th f th 1 l ere was voluntary cooperation as well. Many o e oca 

officials were critics of free trade. Some of them had experienced 

first hand the conditions that led to the riots in the first place. 

A far f h mer of Tremblay had refused to sell grain to the mayor O t e 

commune 
' Which probably influenced the mayor's decision to lead the 

national guard of Tremblay to the market of Gonesse.~ Jean BaptiSt e 

Demo 1" • d h iere, wine-grower and municipal officer of Chamaran e, w O was 

arrested for his role in the riot of Etampes on March 3, 1792, claimed 

--------
19 

1
; Proces verbal of the Municipality of Gonesse dated September 

' 91 , A.N. F/7/3689/6. 
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that he was one of the most needy in the commune and therefore could 
' 47 not resi st when the others wanted him to accompany them to Etampes. 

Whatever their reasons , many loca l officials did participate 

willingly in the riots and brought to the movement their 

organizational and political skills. Both at Dourdan and Montlhery, 

the municipal officers and the national guard helped organize the 

"army" made up of representatives of each commune to police the 

market -place. The procureur, secretary and municipal officers of 

Mesnuls organized the march to the market of Rambouillet in October, 

1792 . Pierre Duval the secretary had even drawn up two detailed lists 

-- the first containing the names of people who would march to the 

market of Rambouillet; the second, the names of those who would march 

to Neauphle the following Monday. Those who refused to join were to 

be fined 40 sols.~ 

Local officials, conscious of their role as intermediaries, 

tried to present the point of view of the rioters before the higher 

authorities. In September 1791, Simoneau and LaVallery, municipal 

officers of Etampes, attempted to intercede for the rebels before the 

department, asking that troops not be sent to Etampes and that prices 

of wheat be set. The petition drawn up by the mayor and municipal 

officers of the thirteen communes around Limours went a step further 

47 Acte d'accusation against Jean Baptiste Demoliere, dated June 
1, 1792, A.D.Y., 42 L 30. 

~ Interrogations of Abraham Bigot and Marc Lejeune, dated October 
29, 1792, A.D.Y., 42 L 33. 

344 



because it attempted to justify the actions of the rioters before the 

au thorities.~ The Municipality of Palaiseau actualJy helped to 

organize the searches of the farms in the neighboring communes and 
th

en wrote to the Directory of the department that farmers should be 

forced to provision the markets.~ The municipality was censured by 
th

e department for its approval of the conduct of the insurgents. 

This censure only served to make the municipality more defiant. 

In a circular letter to all the communes in the department, dated 

February 26, the municipality criticized governmental policy of 

supporting grain sellers and berated monopolists who hoarded the best 

grain so that "our brothers, journaliers and other professions, cannot 

get enough to eat. The fermiers insult them even in their weakness, 

saying that they could not care less about all the citizens, and that 

no one can force them to fill the markets, that they will sell their 

Wheat where they please. 11 The letter called on the Legislative 

Assembly to fix the price of a setier of grain at 15 livres and to 

Order a lowering of leases. It also demanded legislation requiring the 

fermfers to provision the markets and forbidding them to sell anywhere 

~ See chapter III, "Governmental Policy and Food Riots." 

so • th department dated February 21 
and Letter of the municipal 1tY to ~resne and F. Evrard, Les 
sub _the department's reply, AV. D~lles de 1788 a l'An v, 2 vols. 

s7stances dans le district de ersa 7 . 
{Rennes: Imprimerie Oberthur, 1921-1 922 ), 1•235 • 
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e 1 se 51 I 
• n March 1792, the administrative bodies of ftampes helped 

organize d . 
a elegat1on of citizens to Paris, to ask the Legislative 

Assembly to take measures so that the market of ftampes would always 
remain p • . 

rov 1s1oned up to the next harvest and the price of wheat would 
remain t 2 . 

a 4 l1vres per set;er. 

In many cases a significant part was also played by the cures. 

Some of them had close ties with their parishioners and tended to side 

Wi
th th

em in their troubles. Some were highly literate which made them 
leaders f 0 the community. Their special sermonizing skills helped them 

to reach out to the people. Some were radicalized by poverty. Others 
Were po 1. . 1t 1cized by the Revolution. In 1789, the cure of Chevreuse, 
Joseph Adant th , distinguished himself by his opposition to e 

municipa1ity.s2 We hear less about him in 1792, but he was 

neverthe 1 · t · d 
ess nominated to present to the department the pet1 10n rawn 

Up by the th· t f L' ~ 1r een communes o 1mours. 

A more active role was played by Antoine Briard who lived not 
far awa • · th Y 1n the commune of Troux. Antoine Briard helped organ1ze e 

searches of the farms around L imours in March 1792. He warned his 
Par· 

lShioners not to put down anything in writing, so as not to leave 

Dram 
51 

This letter is missing from the records. But ~avi~ _Hunt, u~ing 
max;a rd as his source (La d;sette de 1789 a 1792 J~squ a la .7~7 d~ 
204 mum), has quoted this letter in "The People and P1erre Dol 1v1er, 

• The trans1ation is by David Hunt. 
52 • 

01 net, "La Grande Peur en Hurepoix," 104-105. 
SJ 

A.D.Y., 1 LM 461. 
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any trace of evidence behind. He also advised that detachments of six 

men should be sent to the homes of those who refused to accompany the 

marchers. When the mayor of Traux informed him of the impending 

arrival of troops, the cure retorted that this would cause an united 

uprising among the parishes of Limours.~ 

The mayor of Marly-la-ville, M. Coron, also claimed in a 

deposition on April 10 , 1792, before the commissioner sent to 

investigate the riots, that about a month earlier, the cure of 

Marly-la-ville had delivered a sermon, calling upon the cultivators 

to lower the price of wheat and other comestibles and to raise the 

salaries of workers. The mayor claimed that this sermon had made a 

deep impress ion upon the people and had prepared the way for the 

insurrection which was being waged for the same objectives. 55 

54 Testimony of the mayor of Traux before the Directory of the 
department o~ Versailles on April 30, 1792, A.D.Y., 1 LM 459. Also 
Defresne and Evrard, Les subsistances, 1:240. Briard was arrested for 
his role in the riots on April 27, but set free on May 5. He was a 
declared supporter of the Revolution and in 1793 helped to found a 
popular society in Chevreuse. He also became an administrator of the 
district of Versailles. He was brought before the Criminal Tribunal 
of the Seine-et-Oise in nivose, an II, for trespassing on the property 
of emigres. He was transferred to the Conciergerie and sent before the 
Revolutionary Tribunal but he managed to save his head. He went back 
to Versailles and proceeded to establish himself as a grain merchant! 
He was deported to Rochefort in the , Year VII for hostile remarks 
against the Directory -- Defresne and Evrard, Les subsistances, 1:88. 

55 Report of conrnissioner Antoine Victor Vaillant dated April 10, 
1792, A.D.Y., 1 LM 459. It should be mentioned here that Coron himself 
was accused of having helped the rioters and denouncing the National 
Assembly and Constitution on several occasions. He was deprived of his 
position and property (destituted) as a result of his role in the 
riots. M. Lapin, the constitutional priest was no friend of Coron and 
even gave testimony against the mayor at his trial. But Caron's 
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Composition of the 
riot groups 

Ultimately the p1ann1·ng th was e work of the insurgents 
themselves and it 

is important to know their identity. The research 
of George Rude 

, Guy LeMarchand and Cynthia Bouton has indicated that 
the majority of 

rioters were drawn from certain sectors of the 
Population. They were urban d 1 k 56 an rura wage wor ers, artisans and 
craftsmen 

' shopkeepers and petty traders. 9 These peop1e led a 
Precar • 

lous existence in the best of times. In times of scarcity their 
famny e . 

conom1es were complete1y disrupted, which exp1ained their 
large . . 

Part 1c1pation in the riots . 

Arrest records he1p us to compare the participants in the riots 

of 
1791 

and 1792 with those of the pre-revolutionary years. Arrest 
records do not 
r· 
1ot. Usua 11y' 

give us a full picture of the social composition of a 

only the leaders, or those whose behavior and dress 

test imo . 
that th ny m1~ht not necessarily have been false because he did say 
misery \ cure was moved by the "best intentions in representing the 

o the people." 
56 

~ropert This category includes all those who owned little or no 
Jobs 11 Y and _earned a living by working for ot~ers. Thel worked ~t 
and th ke_mow1ng, harvesting, threshing, woodcutt1ng, work1ng the so1l 
elsewhe v1neyards, clearing the land, carrying soil to vine-yards and 
emp10 !re, laboring for builders etc . They als~ f?und _seasonal 
VaubaY,ent at haymaking, harvesting, and grape-p1ckrng t1me. ~ee 
Reg;m n. s de script ion of day laborers in Pierre Goubert, The Anc,en 
Weideei· French Society 1600-1750, trans., Steve Cox (London: 

n 1eld and Nicolson, 1973), 116-117. 
57 

Univer ~eorge Rude, The Crowd in the French Revolution (Oxford: Oxf?rd 
in subsS_lty Press, 1960): 178-190; Cynthia Bouton, ,,"Gendered Behav~or 
Hist 1stence riots: The French Flour War of 1775, Journal of Soc,al 
StJbs~ry 23 (Summer, 1990): 743; Guy LeMarchand, "Les troubles de 

1stances," 405. 
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d . . 
l st l ngu i shed them from 

the rest, were arrested. The mass of the r· ioters mana d t . 
ge o escape 1nto safe anonymity. This was especially the 

case in 1791 
and 1792. In 1791 no action appears to have been taken 

against th 
e rioters. In Etampes, for example, it was only in April 

1792 that a few 
people were arrested for their role in the riots of 

September l791, together with 

riot of March 3. 
those accused for participating in the 

In 1792, the numbers arrested were only a minute fraction of 
those h 

w O actually took part in the riots. Paralyzed with terror and 

Perhaps more than a 1 itt le sympathetic to the rioters, the 1oca 1 

au
th

orities preferred to take no action against them. Their policy of 
i nact io 

n Was extremely frustrating to the departmental officials and 

especially to Huet and Rouveau who were in charge of re-establishing 
Peace • 

in the department. These commissioners tried to goad the local 

Officials into preparing the cases against the rioters, but often it 

Was too late_sa Many of the rioters had fled by then and it proved 
impos 'b 

si le to identify others. Authorities contented themselves by 

bringing to book a few, unfortunate, symbolic victims. Only in 

£tamp d b • h t es' where the murder of S i.moneau was fo 77owe Y a mass l ve un 

l ~Forth t f H t and Rouveau on the inaction of the 0 1 e commen s o ue . t · A D y 
1 ca authorities in Etam es and Limours see their repor sin ••. , 

LM 459 dat d M h g ~ A N DXL/16 dated March 26. For the case 
of Mont 1h , e arc an • ·' de l, Lebrun, President of t he 
Direct ery' see the connnen ts mah LY . slat ive Assemb 1y on March 6 A ory of the Seine-et-Oise tote eg 1 

' rch;ves parlementa;res, Ist ser., 39 =413 • 
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for the assassins, were 28 people arrested. 59 Twenty-six were men and 

2 were women. Search warrants were served for 10 more people but they 

were never found. Of the 26 men arrested from the communes of 

Chamarande, Etampes, Lardy and Auvers, 10 were artisans of whom 3 were 

apprentices. 60 The artisans ranged from tapestry weavers, 

representatives of the luxury crafts that had suffered so badly during 

the Revolution, to marginal craftsmen like basket weavers. Seven of 

those arrested were urban or rural wage workers.E Among the rest were 

a commercial agent, an innkeeper, 4 wine-growers, a school-master and 

a drummer. The professions of women are usually not listed in the 

arrest records. Two women from Etampes were arrested for complicity 

in the riots. One was identified as the "wife of a carter who drove 

her own cart;" the other was simply identified as the "wife of a 

fisherman." 

The identity of the rioters presents few surprises. Probably 

without any landed resources of their own, most of them were 

completely dependent on the market for their food. Price rises and 

shortages hit them especially hard. The wine-growers were property 

owners but the land they owned did not support any cereal cultivation. 

59 All information about the accused has been taken from the the 
acte d'accusation drawn up on June 1, 1792 at Etampes by the Director 
of the Jury of the criminal tribunal, A.O.Y., 42 L 30. 

~ Three basketmakers, 3 cobblers, a tapestry maker, a plasterer, 
a coppersmith and a locksmith. Of them a basketmaker, a cobbler and 
a locksmith were apprentices. 

61 Three journaliers, 3 gardeners, a carter and a quarrier. 
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In the Seine -et-Oise only the poorest land, usually sandy strips along 
• 62 

the rivers, were used to grow a poor to mediocre quality wine. 

Wine -growers were among the poorest cu 1t ivators. The unfavorable 

movement in wine prices since the 1770s must have made the cond itions 

of wine-growers even more precarious. 

A study of the arrest records for the whole department does not 

alter the picture. Again, arrest records are scanty and the cases 

studied are few. In add it ion to the records for the troubles at 

Etampes on September 16 and 17, 1791, and March 3, 1792, arreS t 

records are available for the market riots at Montlhery and Angerville 

which took place on February 13 and March 9, 1792 respectively.~ They 

are also available for the troubles at Essonne on March 5, when crowds 

visited the homes of various cultivators and ordered them to bring 

grain to market and then set the price of grain in the market-place. 

Scattered records are also available for the troubles in the diSt rict 

of Gonesse in April 1792, when inhabitants of the various communes 

systematically set about setting the prices of grain, eggs, butter and 

other foodstuff, and for the market riot at Montfort on October 25 , 

1792.~ The names of 62 arrested persons can be retrieved from the 

records. Of them 7 are women. Of the 55 men arrested, the professions 

0 See chapter II, "The Geography of Food Riots." 

~ Arrest records may not be complete in each case. 

~ The relevant arrest records may be found in A.O.Y., 42 L 27, 
28, 30 and 33. 
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of 54 are gi ven. They include 23 artisans, 65 16 wage workers, 66 2 

merchants , 2 innkeepers, 9 wine -growers, a commercial agent, a 

drummer, and a school -teacher. The women are listed as being the 

"wives of", a fisherman, a carter, a dressmaker , a mason, a carpenter 

and 2 wine-growers . It thus appears that the largest role in the riots 

was played by the artisans and urban and rural wage workers, including 

those engaged in cottage product ion like the weavers and stocking 

makers. 67 The merchants who participated were probably petty traders 

- - as hard pressed as their fellow rioters, although some like the 

marchand de veaux at Marines, who bought two sacks of wheat at the set 

price of 20 7ivres per setier and then had the money sent on to the 

7aboureur by his porter, were probably seeking to take advantage of 

lowered wheat prices.~ 

Most of the rioters were men and women with families. The 

average age of the rioters was 37.9. Because eighteenth-century men 

65 Four basketmakers (one apprentice), 2 stockingmakers (one 
apprentice), a blacksmith, a coppersmith, a locksmith, 2 
tapestry-makers, a plasterer, 2 cobblers, a roofer, 3 masons, 2 
dress-makers and a glass-worker. 

66 Ten journa7iers or mainouvriers, 3 gardeners, 2 carters and a 
quarrier. 

~ Domestic industry was not well-developed in the Seine-et-Oise. 
There was some household production of cotton and woollen cloth and 
hosiery goods throughout the region. Beaumont in the district of 
Pontoise, and Louvres in the district of Gonesse was also known for 
the household production of lace. 

~ Testimony of Etienne Fleury, laboureur at Guancourt, A.D.Y., 
42 L 27. 
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and women marr ied la t e, many in t heir late thirties and early forties 

were st i 11 support ing dependent children. 69 Rioters were sometimes 

asked about the size of their familie s. Their replies reveal some of 

them to be support ing large families. Jean Flizet , basket maker of 

Etampes , who was arrested for his roles in the riots of 1791 and 1792, 

wa s for t y-two years old , married and with five ch i ldren. Alexandre 

Cocardat, al so of Etampes , wa s forty -s ix years old and had six 

children . The pres sure of supporting a family in hard times must have 

been a strong incent ive for joining the riots. 70 Only one of the 

rioters had a previous arrest record , suggesting that these were not 

natura l hotheads or hardened criminal s, and supporting the contention 

of Olwen Hufton and Cynthia Bouton that for the participants, the 

riots were a last desperate expedient to save their families from 

disintegration in times of economic hardship. 11 

But the partic ipant whom Olwen Hufton had in mind was 

pre -eminently a woman. The bread riot , Olwen Hufton has said, was 

69 This point has been made by Bouton in "Gendered behavior," 
749 -750. Women from artisanal, shopkeeping and peasant families 
normally married sometime between their twenty-fourth and 
twenty-eighth birthdays. 

" Twenty of the twenty-eight persons arrested at Etampes were 
married . Fifteen had children and the wives of two of the rioters were 
pregnant with their f i rst child. The total number of children in the 
fifteen families was 48 or 3.2 per family. 

11 Olwen Hufton, "Women in Revolution, 1789-1796," Past and 
Present 53 (Nov . 1971): 90-108; Cynthia Bouton, "Gendered Behavior in 
subsistence riots: the French Flour War of 1775," 741. 
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"fema le , or rather maternal terrain" .12 E.P. Thompson, while not 

sugges t i ng that food riots were predominantly feminine has said, 

"initiators of the riots were, very often , the women." n Since it was 

women who purchased food for the family from the market and since they 

were the ones who first deprived themselves in times of shortage, they 

tended to be sensitive to high prices and shortages. Hufton adds that 

men did participate in food riots but in lesser numbers and in 

subsidiary roles . 

Cynthia Bouton , in her study of the 1775 Flour war has modified 

the picture . She shows that men participated in greater numbers than 

women in the rural manifestations of the grain riots like "incursions 

into the farms of laboureurs and fermiers, rural mills, religious 

communities and the occasional seigneur,"" although women tended to 

participate in market riots in greater proportions and with greater 

visibility . These men, Bouton argues had become "feminized," because 

declining socio-economic status, unstable family structure and 

political alienation left them in a dependant situation similar to 

that of women in the family economy of early modern society . 75 Many 

of the men who participated in the rural manifestations of the Flour 

72 Olwen Hufton, "Women in Revolution," 94. 
73 E.P. Thompson, "The Moral Economy of the English Crowd in the 

Eighteenth Century," Past and Present 50 (I 971): 115. 

"Bouton, "Gendered behavior," 741. 

n Bouton, "Gendered behavior," 744 -745. 
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War were victims of agraria n proletarianizati on in t he commercialized 

wheat produci ng zone around Paris. La ndless, unskilled, somet imes 

suffering from jobl ess ness as well as fr om eroded status within the 

f am ily, these men "found themselves in the women's domain of 

subsistence rioting". 76 

Al though questions may be raised about t he soundness of Bouton ' s 

t hesis , 77 she nevert he less po ints to an impor t ant feat ure of la t e 

eight eenth -century riots, that is, t he important presence of men . A 

study of the arrest records woul d indi cate t ha t men participated in 

greater numbers t han women. But arrest records are not infallible as 

a means of measuring t he scale of women 's par ti cipa t ion in food r iot s. 

Bout on has pointed ou t t hat the police and authori t ies tended t o be 

more len ient t owa rds f emale ri oters because women were regarded as 

76 Bou ton, "Gendered behav ior ," 745. 
77 The t roub le with Bouton 's t hesis is that it compresses int o the 

l ast quarter of the ei ghteenth cent ury a process which had been set 
i n mot ion s i nee the beginning of the eighteenth century if not 
earlier . In the cereal producing plains around Paris , the increasing 
concentration of holdings had been forcing a large number of peasant 
families to become landless. So the loss of socio -economic status and 
political alienation that Bouton describes had afflicted a large 
number of male members of poor rural households a long time before the 
outbreak of the Flour Wars . So the process of feminization ought t o 
have begun earlier . Yet from Bouton's thesis it appears that these men 
did not participate in food riots in large numbers before 1775. 

There is another objection that can be raised against Bouton's 
t hesis. It is diffi cult to accept the argument that loss of economic 
power leads to "feminization" of male members of poor households . It 
i s simplistic t o argue that inequalit 'es of status between men and 
women within the hou sehold are based solely on the greater economic 
power of men and that if men lose th i s economic power they somehow 
become "femini zed." 
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na t urall y t roublesome and unru ly, politically less dangerous , and more 

just ifi ed i n rioti ng to protect t he intersts of the family. n Despite 

the sma 11 numbers of women arrested, they continued to play an 

impor t an t role in the market -pl ace in some cases , as in Gonesse in 

1791 when the presence of women in the crowd was noted by the local 

au t hori ti es and the troops of the line ." Of the 7 women whose names 

appear i n t he arrest records of 1791 and 1792 , 2 were arrested for 

the ir roles in the market riot at Etampes on March 3, 1792, and 5 for 

the i r roles in the market riot at Montlhery on February 13, 1792. 

Women were al so active in the movement launched by agricultural 

workers in the district of Gonesse in March -April 1792. In fact , one 

of the two pet i tions drawn up by the commune of Fontenay les Louvres 

on Apr i l 4, 1792, specifically mentioned that "inhabitants of the 

parish , like t he mothers, demand that eggs be delivered to them at 12 

sols , butter at the same price, milk at 3 sols the pint and cheese at 

1 sol 6 deniers".~ Hufton's theory that traditionally food riots were 

"maternal terrain" is supported by the language of the document. But 

n Bouton , "Gendered behavior," 743. Also, Natalie Zemon Davis, 
"Women on Top," In Society and Culture in Early Modern France: Eight 
Essays by Natalie Zemon Davis (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 
1985), 124-125 . 

79 See report of the Directory of the district of Gonesse dated 
September 5, 1791 which menti ons "des gens attroupes pri ncipalement 
des femmes", A. N. , F /7 /3689/6. See al so report of the procureur syndic 
dated September 8, 1791, and report of the Conseil genera 1 of the 
commune dated September 12, 1791, A.N., F/7/3689/6. 

M From the register of the Municipality of Fontenay- les-Louvres, 
dated April 4, 1792, A.D.Y., 1 LM 459. 
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women are noticeably absent from the marches organized by the rural 

communes to the homes of farmers or to the market towns to fix prices. 

The terms used to describe the crowds such as gens at troupes, 

rassembl ements, c;toyens armes, make it impossible to determine if 

women were present a long with the men. But sometimes the records 

spec ifica 11y mention that only men were present. Thus the report drawn 

up by Francois Reydi, captain of the gendarmerie nationale of the 

Seine-et-Oise, and Jean Baptiste Godard, lieutenant of the Eighteenth 

regiment of cavalry, mention that only men were present in the crowd 

who marched on Etampes on March 3. 81 Of those arrested for the riot 

of March 3, only two were women and both were from the town of 

Etampes. The interrogation of those arrested and the testimony of 

witnesses indicate that the townspeople of Etampes were not given 

prior notice of the march, although once the marchers were in the 

town, a section of t he townspeople welcomed them with joy. 

The situation was the same at Dourdan. Describing the price 

fixing expedition to the market-place of Dourdan that was organized 

by the surrounding communes, Huet and Rouveau said that all of the 

participants were armed men. 82 The report drawn up by the Municipality 

of Perray on March 12 also mentioned that the crowd that descended on 

the commune to determine the amount of grain threshed was composed of 

ru Report is dated March 3, 1792, A.D.Y., 1 LM 408. 

~ Report of Huet and Rouveau, dated March 24, A.D.Y., 1 LM 461. 
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men .83 From t he detai led descriptions of the marches to the markets 

of Li mou r s and Br ie-Comt e-Robert in March 1792 and to Montfort in 

October of the same year, in which hundreds took part and numerous 

communes were i nvolved, it appears that women did not participate .M 

These de scriptions make us wonder whether men systematically excluded 

women f r om these marches. 85 It has been mentioned earlier that these 

price f ixing expeditions to the market-place were often meticulously 

planned as were the marches to the farms of the laboureurs . Perhaps 

the more organized a r iot was, the more likely it was to be a male 

activity. 

Edward Thompson has described eighteenth -century riots in 

England where men sought to prevent women and children from 

accompanying them on the more organized expeditions. 86 He says that 

it "is probable that the women most frequently precipitated the 

~ A.D .Y. , 1 LM 461. 

M See for example the joint proces verbal drawn up by the 
municipal officers and procureurs of the communes of Montgeron, 
Yerres, Mandres, Perigny, Villecresne, Brunoy, Villeneuve, 
Quincy-sous -Senard, Santeny, Epinay-sous-Senard, Varennes, 
Boissy-Sainte -Antoine, Villeneuve-Saint -George on March 5, 1792, 
describing the march on Brie-Comte-Robert, A.N., F/7/3689/ 7; the 
proces -verbal drawn up by the mayor of Limours dated March 1, A.D.Y ., 
1 LM 460; report of the Conseil general of the town of Montfort dated 
October 25, 1792, A.N., F/7/3689/7. 

85 The distances travelled may have kept women from joining the 
marches, but it should be pointed out that in 1795 , women travelled 
considerable distances in search of food. 

86 Thompson, "The Moral Economy," 111. 
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spont an eou s act ion s."~ I 
n 1791 and 1792 , it was in the market -place 

r spontaneous acti on still remained. In many cases, t hat th e scope fo 

inhabitants of 
. communes who were not involved in the prior march 

th re e women could be very active. On February 12, Joined • in ' and he th 
t nes of Vert - le-Grand and Vert- le-Petit organized a march 

e two commu 

W 

of MontlhOry . No women appear to have been involved." 
o the market 

arrived at MontlhOry theY caused a tumult in the 

The men from the two arriv i ng communes withdrew without entering 
hen th e marchers 

town 

the market - • place , but their original intentions were carried out by 

Montlhery who bullied the municipal officers into fixing 
the women of , 

grain , searched the storage rooms adjacent to the market, 
Pri ces of • 

imately killed Thibault, the grain and flour merchant . Oavid and ult . 
as described the as sass; nation of Th ibaU lt as bein9 a more Hunt h 
ional mor " h • • 1 I h' v·ew ,·twas not ' e arc a1c" act of v10 ence . n 1s 1 , tradit• 

of 1792, which was more organized 
even an an,c part of the revolt org • 

and controlled in character .~ 

The 
interrogation of the arrested people and the testimony of 

w· itness • 
es indicate that the townspeople of Etampes were not given 

o ice of the march on their town, although once the marchers 
Prior n t · 

81 T hompson, 11 The Moral Economy," 116, 

denun". We get this im ress ion from a reading of the detailed 
of th~iations of the org~nizers of the march made by t he procurator 
A.D .Y con,nune on March 13 1792 as well as from the arrest records , 

· 42 L 27 . ' ' 

89 Dav id Hunt• "The People and pierre Do l ivier •" 196. 

359 



were in the town, a section of the townspeople, including women, 

greeted them with joy. Therefore, available evidence indicates 
th

at 

in 1791 and 1792, women played an active role in the more spontaneous 

forms of food riots, while men dominated the more organized forms. 

Because the organized marches on the market towns and granaries played 

a significant role in the riots of 1791 and 1792, men appear in a 

dominant role in the food riots of these years. 

In retrospect, it appears that the riots of 1791 a
nd 1792 

combined traditional and new features. The insurgents wanted to 

re-establish the importance of the market-place and the old rules a
nd 

regulations which had controlled the commerce in grain. These were 

trad ·t · 1 b · t · f organization 1 1ona o Jee 1ves. What was new was the degree o 

that went into the riots and the attempt of the rioters to appropriate 

power locally in order to establish their objectives. In °rder to 

achieve their aims, the insurgents devised a broad range of strategies 

aimed at regulating buying and selling in the market-place so 
th

e 

interests of consumers were protected. 

Did the Revolution have an impact on the rioters? In some ways 

it did. It instilled a sense of self confidence, of power, as is 
• ts and 

indicated by the detailed organization that went into the r
10 

the persistence with which the rioters sought to implement 
th

eir 

ideas. Having waged war against the old aristocrats, the people now 

turned against the new, the speculators, the hoarders, the black 

marketeers, all those, who by breaking the ethical rules that governed 
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a community had p1aced themse1ves outside it. The Revo1ution had a1so 

given them a recognized ro1e in po1itics. It had taught them that 
th

eir e1ected representatives were there to do their bidding, and that 

if the 1aws in force did not serve their interests, new ones cou1d be 

made that wou1d. 

But the riots were 1imited by their essentia11y 1oca1ized 

character. A1though we have spoken of a diffusion of ideas, it must 

be pointed out that this did not necessari1y make for a wider 

community of action. Yves Marie Berce has described the food riots of 
1643 and 1709 as "no more than a rash of simu1taneous incidents"• 90 

The food riots of 1791 and 1792 cannot be dismissed as incidents. They 

revea1ed a strength of ideas, a depth of organization and a staying 

power that serious1y disconcerted authorities, inc1uding the Nationa1 

Assemb1y, and made them an event in the history of the Revolution. 

The weakness of the rioters was their inability to conceive of 
their problems on a wider scale. There is no indication that they 
thought of a nation-wide or even a regional economic system. The basis 

of action remained the community, a community conceived of in broader 

terms than in pre-revolutionary times, perhaps, but sti11 a community 

whose borders were circumscribed by those of the canton or the 

district at most. Many of the actions of the rioters, like their 

insistence that laboureurs and ferm;ers supply only the 1oca1 markets 

90 
Yves Marie Berce, H;story of Peasant Revolts, trans. Amanda 

Whitmore (Cornell: Cornell University Press, 1990), 179. 

361 



eir diversion of grain from one local market to another could or th • . 

Jure the interests of the wider community. Any idea of a general in • 
common interests was undercut by traditional suspicions. 

movement or 
David Hunt has said that the movement at Etampes on March 3 

II provides an early example of a militant strategy of bringing urban 

and rural 
consumers together to gain better access to basic 

foodstuff 1191 Th 
· ere are numerous indications that townspeople and 

country 
people, although involved in the same riot, did not act 

togeth 
er, or sometimes did so reluctantly. The examples of MontlhOry 

a
nd th

e two communes of Vert-le-Grand and Vert-le-Petit have already 

been • g iv en • The townspeople of Mont l hOr.Y erupted on l Y aft er the 

inhabitants of the two communes of Vert-le-Grand and Vert-le-Petit 

w·t 1 hdrew from the town. 
The authorities of the town of Etampes blamed the surrounding 

communes for the events of March 3. But the Municipality of EtrOchY, 

the l 
on Y one of the rural communes to draw up a detailed proces 

verba 1 • claimed that it was the townspeople who had exc ;ted the 

II 
arr1·v1·ng h t of an essent1·a1ly 

crowd," thus changing the c arac er 

peaceful expedition." The townspeople of Dourdan appear to have been 

fore d d" e against their wil 
1 

to join the people of the surroun ,ng 

communes in their expeditions to the neighboring farms to determine 

" Hunt, "The People and Pierre Do 1 ivier •" 
2
oo • ~ E • h dated March 3, 

Ao Proces verbal of the Municipality of tree Y• 

• · y · , 1 LM 408. 
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the amoun t of 
grain left in the di str ict. 93 It is also doubtful if 

many of th 
r · e pa rtic ipant s fel t a sense of solidar ity with their fellow 
loters S 

. . • ome of the communes insisted t hat they had been forced to 
Jo 1n a . 

rlo t by thei r neighbors. ~ Individual rioters made thi s claim 
even more f re 

quent7y. Although some stoutly refused to implicate thei r 
fe1Jow rioters 

by naming names, ~ others just as frequently did.% 

Because the vi s ion of the rioters was local , their ideas could 
have never b 

een imposed on a permanent basis , despite their best 
efforts and . 

lntent ions. The numerous "confederacy of communes" set up 
by the · 

rloters would have ultimately collapsed under the we ight of 
their ow 

n contradictions because of the friction arising from 
conn ict . 

lng interests. It is fair to say that the scope of 
revo lut. 

lonary action remained limited . It is to read too much into the 
riots 

to c laim, as David Hunt has, that "Part icipants in these 

93 

DourdanFor the proces verbal of the Conse;l general of the commune of 
OeJaha ' da_ted March 15, see A.D.Y., 1 LM 461; for the report of 
A.o. y Ye

1
, heutenant of the nat iona 1 gendarmerie, dated March 15, see 

· , LM 459. 
94 F 

Etrech 0 : example , this claim was made by the co11111unes of Auvers and 
of Sa i' 1n the district of ftampes after March 3, and by the commune 
Proce: ery, in the district of Corbeil on March 6. For Etrechy , see 
de7iber ve:bal of the municipality, A.D.Y. , 1 LM ~08 and for Auver~ , 
2, A.o at10ns of the Directory of the district of Etampes, da~e? Ap~11 
dated MY., 1 LM 408. For santery, proces verbal of the mun1c1pal1ty 

arch 6, 1792, A.N., F/7/3689/7. 
95 

Offi For example Jean Baptiste Demoliere , wine-gro}'ler and municipal 
d'ac~er o~ the commune of Chamarande, district of Etampes, see acte 

usat,on , dated June 1, 1792, A.D.Y., 42 L 3o. 
96 

42 L 3 Interrogation of Abraham Bigot dated October 29, 1792 , A.D.Y., 
3. 
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revoJ t 
. s, Who se first re1ative1y modest objective was to enforce the 

Just Pr ic 
e a

nd 
the customary rt.: Jes in the market -p Jace, gradua 11y came 

to formuJa t e 
a more comprehensive po1 it ica1 strategy. The Republic they 

Were beginning to envision was not a mere juridica1 form , but a 
new k • 1nd 

of society in which democratic practice wou1d ensure popu1ar 
sovereignty 

and the right of subsistence." 97 This conception of 
society . 1

n broader , more abstract terms was not present among the 
riot 

ers in March and Apri7 1792. 

It needed a Pierre Oo1ivier, cure of Mauchamp, who Jed a 
de 1egat . , 

lon of citizens from the communes north of Etampes to the 
leg is 1 t . 

a 1
ve Assembly , to pose the problem in terms more app1icab1e to 

the Who 1 . . 
e country, and indeed to society as a who1e. Do11v1er 

Presented 
the prob7em of subsistence as one dividing society between 

the ri h 
c and the poor. He dee Jared that "the benefits of nature should 

fa 17 Upon the d 'd person who renders it the most Jaborious an ass1 uous 
services. 11 !18 

Yet , 
the r . 1Ch ·d1 1 ers 
rema i 

this did not happen in rea7ity. In Do1ivier ' s view, 

who had done nothing to deserve their prosperity 

ned secure from a 17 scare ity, wh iJe the poor 7aborer and the 
Work i 

ng farmer remained at the mercy of accidents and suffered the 
misfortunes 

of scare ity. 

97 

Hunt, "The Peop1e and Pierre Oo7ivier , " 185. 
!18 

Par7 Pierre OoJivier's petition may be found 
ementa;res , 1st ser., 42:635-638. 
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Dol i vier spoke out strongly against un l imited freedom in the 

c omme rce of f ood grains for it only injured the interests of the poor. 

He di sputed t he concept that regulat i ng prices of grain was an attack 

en the rights of property. He claimed that the nation alone was the 

so l e propriet or of land , thus implying that proprietors only enjoyed 

s uch r ights as were de legated by the nation. The solution that 

Dolivier proposed was also political . He demanded universal manhood 

suffrage . Oolivier criticized the aristocratic electoral system which 

deprived three quarters of the citizens of their rights and claimed 

t hat for justi ce to be available to all, the right to vote should be 

universal . 

Oo l ivier thus posed the problem of subsistence in fundamental 

terms. Like the rioters he called for a regulated economy. But he 

argued that this economy could only be part of a society where 

political rights were evenly distributed. Once the poor had political 

rights, they would be able to fight for their economic rights as well. 

For Oolivier the key to such restructuring of society was the 

extension of political rights to the poor. 

Such a solution was not envisaged in March -April 1792, by either 

the rioters or the authorities. The troops sent into Seine-et-Oise by 

the Legislative Assembly ultimately broke the back of the riots. But 

the questions raised - - that of economic controls and redistribution 

of property - - did not die away. The situation in which the department 

of Seine -et-Oise found itself after April 1792 ensured that t he 
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compJa int s fi rst 

the 
author H ies 

' 

made by the rio t ers gradua77y came to be echoed by 

even t he Directory of the department. 99 

I"'Pact of the 
riots on the administration 

In September 1792 , the Municipality of Houdan in the district 
of Mon t f 

ort , made the first demand for uniform prices throughout the 
Repub 7 ic. It 

might not be entirely coincidental that the same demand 
Was v . 

Olced for the first time by the rioters in October 27 , 1792, at 
Rambou i 11et . 

was part of a pet it ion drawn up by the The demand 
communes of 1 

a Queue , Ga11uis , Mere, Grosrouvre, Montfort and Jes 
Mesnu Js f 

rom t he district of Montfort . Here we find an example of the 
interact. 

10n between the rioters and the authorities referred to at the 
beginn · 

lng of this chapter . The demand for fixed prices first voiced 
by th 

e rioters 
Proce 

ss, gave them a national character they had Jacked earlier. 

was taken up by the 7oca7 authorities, who, in the 

learning Quick7y, the rioters reiterated this demand but gave it force 
and • 

Hnmediacy by voicing it in the course of a riot. 

That same month, the mayor and municipa 1 officers of the connnune 
of Roch . . 

eguyon, in the district of Mantes, along w1th e1ghty-four other 

Citizens t d to the , drew up a pet it ion which they pres en e 
Convent • 100 7 7 10n. The object of the petition was to obtain a genera aw 

Whose 
advantage cou7d be shared by a77 the citizens of the French 

99 

See chapter I I I , "Governmenta 1 Po 1 icy and Food Riots·" 
Joo A 

.N. , AD 69 . 
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Re pub 1 i c . This 
Petition maintained that the Jaw upho1ding freedom of commerc 

e a
nd 

circulation of grain in the who1e of the country cou1d not b 
e successfu 1 

as Jong as there remained greed in the hearts of men Th 
• e effect of this 7 aw had been to make the cu 1t i va tors, 

Proprietors 
and farmers, withhold grain from the market, thus pushing 

up Prices t 
0 

1eveJs at which the poor cou1d no 1onger afford to buy. 
The Pet it · 

10
n proposed placing a series of controls on "cultivators, 

Propr • 
letors and farmers" who wou7d be obliged to furnish markets 

Within a r . 
ad 1us of four to six lieues of their residences, to take to 

market 1/4 
' l/3 or 1/2 of their harvest, according to whether the 

harvest th 
at Year was good mediocre, or bad and to make a dee 7arat ion 

before the ' 
municipalities about the quantity and quality of the 

harvest. 

The next month Goujon presented his petition to the Convention 
Where h 

e caJJed for the return of the ancient regulations throughout 

the Repub 1 ic. io1 The radica 1 feature of Goujon 's pet it ion was the 

ProposaJ of a ceiling on 1anded property. Goujon appended the idea of 
a maxi 

mum of property to the idea of a maximum on prices. The rioters 
had Wanted to t th h set 1imits on the absolute right of proper Y roug 
th

eir demand h d 11 d of a maximum on prices. Goujon went furt er an ca e 

for a restructuring of property in the Republic. The solution that 
Goujon t 1 

Proposed to dea 1 with the prob Jem of subsistence was int ima e Y 

---------
R i o1 For d t chapter III, "Governmental Policy and Food lots." e ans, see 
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l i nked with the condit ions in the department of the Seine-et -Oise, 

where a small fraction of the population controlled much of the land, 

t hu s making the rest of the population extremely vulnerable to food 

shortages and price rises. But Goujon presented his petition as a 

solution for the problem of subsistence which was applicable to the 

whole country . 

Thus , by November 1792, there was consensus among a large 

section of the population of the Seine-et-Oise that unlimited freedom 

of commerce and circulation of grain were injurious to their interests 

and that a return to a more contra l led system was necessary. The 

demands for a controlled economy had first been formulated by the 

rioters , who , in their own circumscribed way, had been groping for 

solutions, only to be crushed by the might of the state. These demands 

were gradually taken up by the administrators at various levels of the 

government of Seine-et-Oise who consciously presented them as a 

national solution for the problem of subsistence. The administrators 

also realized that if a controlled economy had to be brought back, it 

could only be enforced from the center. Thus, they began to bring 

increasing pressure on the Convention as well. The result of these 

developments was that , by the autumn of 1792, the demands originally 

made by the rioters became a part of mainstream politics, at first in 

the department of the Seine-et-Oise, and then in the whole France . 
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The Food Riots of 1795: Targets of activity and objectives 

The next wave of food riots broke out in the spring of 1795. In 

the two intervening years, the popular movement had won a stunning 

victory with the institution of the Maximum and then suffered a 

crushing defeat when the Maximum was abandoned in December 1794. The 

riots of germinal (March-April) 1795 have this defeat written all over 

them. These were not the market riots of 1791-1792, but incursions 

into the farms of rich cultivators in search of grain. There were also 

scattered cases of entraves. But the entraves of 1795 were very 

different in character from those of 1791-1792. When grain was found 

it was always distributed right on the spot or, at most, taken to the 

commune the rioters came from and then distributed. That the 

market-place was no longer important was recognized even by the 

rioters. The old controlled economy that the people had fought for was 

a thing of the past. In 1795, there is none of the confidence of the 

earlier years, no desire to re-establish order in the market-place or 

to teach the aristocrats a lesson. The terrifying face of famine is 

imprinted in the words and actions of the rioters. A carter who had 

been the victim of an entrave in the commune of Lassy in the district 

of Gonesse, complained that the people who had stopped his cart had 

not only taken away his grain, they had devoured on the spot the 

meager dinner he was carrying with him.wz 

1
~ Among the people involved in the incident were the secretary 

and the mayor of the commune of Lassy, A.D.Y., 42 L 57 bis. 
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We also come across cases where the rioters lose their sense of 

discrimination in their choice of victims . Thus in Lassy again, on the 

22 messidor (July 10), a large number of women stopped three people 

who were carrying 3 minots of grain. Two minots of grain were taken 

away. Among the victims , one identified herself as the wife of a 

mainouvrier of the commune of Mareil en France. 103 This behavior may 

be contrasted with that of 1792, when, in the searches of farms around 

Palaiseau, the rioters seized 20 setiers of wheat at Sanglier's farm 

but left untouched 3 or 4 minots of wheat which the farmer Ni~aise of 

Villebon claimed he had put aside as seed. 1
~ 

The desperation of the people comes across in other ways as 

well. During their interrogations the rioters repeatedly said that 

unbearable hunger had forced them to the homes of the cultivators. 

Many of the arrested persons said that they would have paid more if 

the cultivators had so demanded but that the latter had refused to set 

a price. 1
~ Others claimed that they had earlier asked the cultivators 

to sell them grain, offering to pay the market price, but that the 

1
~ A.D.Y., 42 L 57 bis. 

1
~ Proces verbal of the Municipality of Palaiseau dated February 

21, 1792, A.D.Y., I LM 460. 
1
~ Interrogations of Jean Baptiste Legras, cobbler of Morsang, 

district of Corbeil, dated 18 germinal an III, and Augustin Tourdeau, 
wine-grower of Villecresne, district of Corbeil, A.D.Y., 42 L 57 bis. 
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cultivators had refused to sel1. 106 One of them said that it was 

because the cultivators had refused to bring grain to market that they 

were forced to come to their farms. He even reminded the cultivators 

of the law that they were breaking, the law that obliged them to take 

grain to the market. 101 The ethical rules that governed the community 

had clearly been broken and the rioters were trying to re-eS tablish 

them. But this time the moral economy was being established, not in 

the market -place, but in the farms, which in itself was a defeat for 

the rioters. 

The . the ri·oters of sense of connnunity was very strong among 

1795 · In an effort to ensure that all the needy got at leaS t a little 

grain, the rioters never took more than a bojsseau each. The fact that 

Marie Sophie Avenard of Savigny had taken 3 bojsseaux of wheat from 

the farmer Beaupied in the course of a riot on 18 germinal, was so 

singular that it aroused the curiosity of the judge. Marie Sophie 

re l • d f her P ie that all the 3 bo,"sseaux were not for her. One was or 

uncle, one for her cousin and only the third was for her.
108 

Theodore 

M ~t ' t • f ai re, arrested for stopping a cart with three and a half se 7ers 0 

106 Interrogation of Theodore Ma'itre of Massliers, di st ri_ct of 
G?nesse, dated 1 prairial, an III, A.D . Y., 42 L 57\; interrogation of 
Michel Beliard and Marguerite Chambron on 17 messidor an III, A.D.Y., 
42 L 57 bis . 

1~ Interrogation of Pierre Laliez, gardener of Rison 23 floreal 
A.D.Y., 42 L 57\. 

1
~ Interrogation of Marie Sophie Avenard on 27 floreal an III, 

A.0.Y. , 42 L 55 bis. 
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irain near Mass,iers, in the district of Gonesse on 21 f,orea,, said 

he had taken the cart back to Mass,iers so it cou,d be distributed 

among aY\ the members of his commune .109 Mter threshing the grain and 

distributing it among themse,"es , the rioters a,ways insisted on 

paying, e"en if it was a price they had fixed themse,"es. 1he money 

cou"\d be "\eft on a window sn, ,as at Rabourdin' s farm at f "\eury 

Meroges in the district of Corbei,) or cou,d be sent o"er afterwards 

by a person not in"o,"ed in the riot ,as to the home of S. Mottheau 

at p1essis Pate, district of Corbeil). 110 But the rioters cou,d a"\ways 

state the rate at which the cu,ti"ator had been paid which showed 

that as in the market riots, so in these incursions to the farms, the 

price fixed was based on the consensus of the community. 

Organization and composition of the riots 

,he organi2ation behind these riots was minima"\. ,here were 

rare"\y more than thirty to forty peop,e in a group. 1he "\argest 

assemb,y was at the farm of citi2en Beaupied at Paray in the district 

of Corbei"\. 1he crowd was composed of two hundred to three hundred 

peop "\e, both men and women, and a 11 of them were from Ju" i sy and 

sa"igny. Some of the arrested persons said that they had heard of the 

proposed expedition the night before or ear,y the same morning, but 

109 l nterrogat ion of 1heodore Ma 1tre, mason at Maffl iers on l 
prairia,, ~.D.'1'., 42 L S7 \. 

no ~.D.'1'., 42 L 56; ~.D.'1'., 42 L S7 bis. 
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grain near Mass1iers, in the district of Gonesse on 21 f1orea1, said 

he had taken the cart back to Mass1iers so it cou1d be distributed 

among a-, 1 the members of his commune. 109 After threshing the grain and 

distributing it among themse1ves , the rioters a1ways insisted on 

paying, even if it was a price they had fixed themse1ves. The money 

cou1d be 1eft on a window si11 (as at Rabourdin's farm at F1eury 

Meroges in the district of Corbei1) or cou1d be sent over afterwards 

by a person not invo1ved in the riot (as to the home of S. Mottheau 

at P1essis Pate, district of Corbei1).n° But the rioters cou1d a1ways 

state the rate at which the cu1tivator had been paid which showed 

that as in the market riots, so in these incursions to the farms, the 

price fixed was based on the consensus of the community. 

Organization and composition of the riots 

The organization behind these riots was minima1. There were 

rare1y more than thirty to forty peop1e in a group. The 1argest 

assemb1y was at the farm of citizen Beaupied at Paray in the district 

of Corbei1. The crowd was composed of two hundred to three hundred 

peop 1e, both men and women, and a 11 of them were from Juvisy and 

Savigny. Some of the arrested persons said that they had heard of the 

proposed expedition the night before or early the same morning, but 

109 Jnterrogat ion of Theodore Ma Hre, mason at Maff1 iers on 1 
prairia1, A.O.Y., 42 L 57 \ . 

110 A.O. Y., 42 L 56; A.O. Y., 42 L 57 bis. 
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by far the largest number maintained that it was while passing by 

Paray that t hey had noti ced the assembly in Beaupied's farm and had 

gone to investigate. ll l These early morning expeditions were a far cry 

from the organized riots of 1791 -1792, often involving three hundred 

to four hundred persons and sometimes ten to fifteen communes. Women 

and men both participated in all the riots in 1795, which in itself 

is a t elling sign. The arrest records for the district of Corbeil show 

a tota 1 of 89 arrests. 11 1 Of them only 22 are women, but the proces 

verbal and the testimony of witnesses invariably mention women in the 

crowd. The women were mostly the wives of wine-growers (6), urban and 

rural wage workers (8) and artisans (4). 113 Of the 67 men arrested, 

lll A.O. Y. , 42 L 55 bis. 

llz The records available mostly relate to invasions of the farms 
of various cultivators, namely, the invasion of the farm of Louis 
Beaupied in Paray, district of Versailles on 18 germinal (April 7), 
where the crowd was mostly made up of men and women from the communes 
of Savigny and Juvisy in the district of Corbeil; invasions of various 
farms in the commune of Arpajon, district of Corbeil, from 18 to 21 
germina 1 (April 7 to 9); the invasions of various farms in the 
communes of Plessis Pate, on 14 and 15 germinal (April 3 and 4~, 
Fleury-Merogis on 12 germinal (April 1), Tigery on 19 germinal (A~r1l 
8), Mennecy on 17 germinal (April 6), and Vert-le-Grand on 5 germ1nal 
(March 25), all in the district of Corbeil. The records can be found 
in A.D.Y., 42 L -- 55 bis; 56; 57\; 57 bis. There is one case of a 
group of men and women stopping a cart load of grain in 
Boissy-Saint -Leger on 23 germinal (April 12), and distributing its 
contents among themselves. 

113 Seven journaUeres or wives of journaliers; the others are 
listed as "wives of" -- wine-growers (6); quarrier (1); carpenter (1); 
locksmiths (2); carpenter (1); butchers (2). One is a couturiere and 
the other is listed simply as the being the wife of "so and so". 
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20 were artisans ,1 1
\ 20 were wage-workers, 11 5 16 were wine-growers 

and 2 were notary -clerks . Among the rest were an inn-keeper, a 

postilion , a wine -merchant and grocer, a forest guard, a marine, and 

a butcher. The professions of three men are unknown. In 1795 it was 

the poor rural communes, largely made up of landless agricultural 

1 aborers and sma 11 wine-growers, which were the worst hit. The 

municipalities of the larger towns put together a system of 

distributing food, however unsatisfactory that might be. In the richer 

communes (as in southern Corbeil) the journaliers received a food 

portion as part of their wages and subsidies, which perhaps saved them 

from starvation. It was in the poorest communes, for example, Savigny, 

Juvisy, Morsang, and Draveil, located on the banks of the Seine river, 

that the inhabitants, without work, without food, and without any 

system of relief, faced the worst effects of the famine of 1795. 

In Gonesse the arrest records show 21 of the 30 arrested to be 

women. 116 The women were identified either as lace workers, or as 

1
" Two weavers, 2 masons, 3 shoe-makers, a dress-maker, a baker, 

2 wheelwrights, a coppersmith, an ex-cook, a wood-turner, 2 
carpenters, a blacksmith, 2 locksmiths, a cooper. 

115 Five gardeners, 11 journaliers, a quarrier, a navvy, a carter 
and a bell-ringer. 

116 The arrest records mostly re late to cases of cart loads of 
grain being stopped by men and women in the communes of Massliers on 
21 floreal (May 10), Brie-Libre on 26 floreal (May 15), and at Lassy 
on 23 floreal (May 12) and 30 germinal (April 19), A.D.Y., 42 L 57 bis 
and 42 L 57\. 
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Wives of 
artisans and Journ 1 . 111 

Journa 1 . a 7 ers • Among the men on 1y one was a 
7er. Among th 

butcher e rest were a mason , a merchant, a carter, a 
' a roofer 

in th . ' a mayor, and a clerk. Again, it may be argued that 
e r1ch • 

agr1cu 1tura 1 
thos 

e engaged 

Were Worst 

communes of Gonesse, it was the artisans and 
in cottag d • e pro uct1on, rather than the journal;ers, who 

hit by the famine of 1795. 

The Harket 
riots of 1795 

The market . 
and r 7ots of 1795 showed signs of greater organization 

a greater de 
the . gree of po 1 it ica 1 consciousness among the rioters than 

lncurs ions 
into the homes of farmers. The market riots of 1795 Were f 

ar fewer th 
an those of 1791 and 1792. It has been shown in 

Chapter III 
ma that the decline of the market-place Jed to a decrease of 

rket . r1ots • 
th 1n l794-1795. There were numerous demonstrations against 

e lack 
of foodstuff in the market-place, as at Corbeil and Mantes, but the most 

important market riot was the one that occurred at 
Saint-

Germain 
on 17 germina 1 (April 6). JJs Some of its features are 

of the riots of 1791-1792. 
>"'em· 

lniscent 

Initia1Jy the people demanded that the tocsin be sounded so that 
surround· 7ng communes cou1d join with them and make searches to 

111 

iar-Pente~~ne lace-workers, and "wives of" journahers (3), ma~ons (2), 
ne is a 1 _(1), dressmakers (1), inn-keepers (1)'. and 1ocksm1ths (1). 

7nen-worker and the other is a domest1c. 
JJs 

>"'econstr The hi story of the food riot at Saint-Germain has . been 
an IJJ. ~cted from the testimony of witnesses taken oni22 germ1na1, 

hese documents may be found in A.D.Y., 42 L 57~-
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deter · 
m1ne Who had h. 

th 7dden stores of flour and grain. The targets were 
e grain a d 

n f7our merchants who were 1 ibera 11y abused. But the riot had othe 
r features h • h . . . 

and w 1c were 1nd1cat1ve of the po1itica1 awareness orga • 
OJzation that had taken place among the popu1ar classes since 

1793
• After the • ·t · 

th 1n1 1a1 outburst, sectional meetings were held where 
e P Jan of . 

t act 7on was decided. One of the strongest demands was that 
he PeopJe f . 

co 
O 

Sa 7nt-Germain, accompanied by those of the surrounding 
mmunes go 

to the Convent ion in a body to demand bread. In the 9enera 1 
meeting of the four sect ions he 1d at the Temple de la Ra;son, 

the er 

11 Y Was raised, "en masse, en masse, du pa;n, la Const7'tut7'on de 
93 II D 

• ema nds were made for grain to be declared national property. Some 
suggested that the grain merchants be forced to march in front 

Of th 
e crowd. 

that they 
It is clear from the actions of the assemb1ed people 

Were aware that it was the Convent ion that had to be 
Pressured . 

to 91ve in to their demands, that ordinary consumers wou1d 
be best s 
. erved through a Const Hut ion which permanent 1y embodied their 
lnterests . . . . 

• There was at the same time a marked d1s11Jus10nment w7th 
the 

centra 1 
Power. Felix Rauzan, a witness, said that at the genera] 

assemb 1 
Y, PeopJe had not asked for a return to the monarchy (which 

makes us 
Wonder whether such demands had been voiced among the peop1e 

of Sa. 
lnt-Germain in the recent past), but acknow1edged, as did many 
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other witnesses, that people had spoken badly of the representative 

on mi ssion, Charles Delacroix, as well as of the Convention .1
~ 

The food riot in Saint-Germain gave rise to a rumor which people 

heard far away , that the rioters had demanded a king. 120 In 1795, 

there were many who, even if they did not actually yearn for the 

return of the king, at least sighed for the times of Robespierre. 

Ti sson, pedlar of journals, was reported to the 1 ieutenant of the 

national gendarmerie for having identified himself as a Jacobin and 

having asked the citoyenne Pigourier, "do you have more bread since 

the death of Robespierre?" 121 Breton, a carpet maker, was hauled up 

before the Conseil general of the commune of Saint-Germain for having 

composed a ditty named reveil des sans culottes which parodied the 

reveil de peuple. 122 The reveil de peuple was an anti-Jacobin song 

which became the battle cry of the muscadins, the foppishly dressed 

young men who became increasingly visible in the Year III as opponents 

119 It is significant that the people are supposed to have 
referred to the Convention as the representation nationale. The use 
of this term shows that by 1795 the crowd is aware of how the 
political system works, that is there is a feeling among the crowd 
that government is made up of their representatives and it is the duty 
of the representatives to protect the interests of the people. 

iro Francois Peroux, carpenter at Saint-Germain mentioned in his 
testimony that he had received a letter from a gunner who was a 
volunteer in the army of Moselle. He had wanted to know whether the 
rumor was true, A.O.Y., 42 L 57 \. 

121 "Avez vous plus de pain depuis la mart de Robespierre?" He was 
reported by citizeness Julienne Doule, A.D.Y., 42 L 57 \. 

1
" reveil = awakening. 
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of the Jacob • was ins a
nd th

e sans -culottes . In parodying th is song , Breton 

expressing his • With th Jacobin sympathies, and this got him into trouble 

e authorities 
of a real in the Year III. Jeanne Catherine Maugglet, wife 

estate mer h 
some c ant dee la red that on the day f o ]lowing the riot, 

women had 
must come to the door and among other threats had said •one 

bring down 11 
d . a the mu scad ins and rich men. ""' The government was 

, scredited in the • 
or eyes of the rioters , and all those who supported 

were associated • 
the r· with the regime in any way became the enemies of 

,oters . 

At Mante 
the son 6 germinal (March 26), the dailY demonstration at 

market -pl 
hundred ace took on an overtly political character. About eight 

the; people from the countryside converged on the market-place in 

r search f 
or grain. Their efforts to secure grain proved no more 

succ essfu 1 th • 
s an '" ear 1 ;er days. In disgust, the people began to 

Ystemat . 

h 

,ca lly tear off the cocarde national•'" from their caps and 

ats • Those who 
refused to do so were accused of being in possession 

of gra· 
M in a

nd 
ordered to leave the market-place. Th• Municipality of 

antes 
recognized that the demonstrat ;on was aimed directly at an 

Order . issued th • o· d • day before bY the department of th• seine-et· ,se an 

rat;f· 
en. ied by the representative of the people Delacroix- The order 

Joined all 
citizens to ~ar the cocarde nationale and threatened 

123 
A.o .v "11 fallait tomber tous Jes muscadins et 1es gens riches." 

. , 42 L 57\. 
124 

supporte~~carfde nationale . the round tricolor badge worn by the 

0 the Revolution. 
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With 
Punis hment a 11 

t hose who sna t ched it from the heads of good Cftize 
ns. Copies 

of t his order had apparent 1y been put up in a 11 corners 
of t he market -pJace. 125 This intertwining of political and 

econom ic 
moti ves is st r 1·k1·ng . d A government which fai1ed to fee its 

PeopJe h 
ad no r igh t to give them orders. Everything this government he Jd sacred 

P wou7d be rejected by the people. The sentiments of the 
eop Je 

of Mantes may be compared with those of Versa i 11es who were 
report ed to 

them have said that "one wou 1d do better to procure flour for 
t han 

to dec ree fetes , " l26 in obvious 
revo 1ut . 

lonary fest i vals decreed by the government. 

contempt 

----

In Dou rdan ch i ldren cried in the streets, 

Vive 1a Repub1ique 

(Long Jive the Republic) 

11 n'y a pas pain dans 1a boutique 

(There is no bread in the boutique/ shop) 

Vive 1a Nation 

(Long Jive the Nation) 

11 n'y a pas pain dans 1a maison 

of the 

!Zs ----

an III ,~rave, "Les subsistances a Mantes de messidor an II a messidor 
' 52. 

126 , 

d "On f . 1 f • que de decreter 
0 e fetes ,, era 1t mieux de 7eur procurer de a arrne 25 1794 
efresn • Report on espr;t pubUc submitted on January , ' 

e and Evrard, Les subs;stances, 2:443-444 • 
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(There is no bread in the home). 121 

The feeJ . lngs 
of the d 

epartment 
of the people were summed up by the administration 

Committee 
in the compte decada;re 128 that it sent to the 

of Pub 1 ic safety in the third decade of thermidor. 129 

Si QUeJ . . 
ques 1nd1vidus sortent de 1a enorme apathie ou Jes ont 

P1onges d 1 . 
e a fa1m supportees depuis si 1ongtemps ce n'est que 

Pour faire entendre des murmures et des imprecations toujours 
dir • 79es contre ceux qui tiennent Jes renes du gouvernement. La 
representation nationa1e est 7a premier attaque. Les 
fonct • 

Jonnaires publics ressentent Jes contrecoups de 1a 
Prescr • 1Ptions qui menace Jes unset Jes autres. 

If some individuals emerge from the enormous apathy into which 
they have b h d d f een plunged by the hunger they ave en ure or so 

Jong, it is on1y to make known the grumblings and the 

imprec t. a 1ons always directed against those who ho1d the reins 
Of 

government. The national government is the first one 

121 

Pendant Emile Auvray, "Les subsistances dans 1e district _de ~ourdan 
d~cument}a Convent ion thermidorienne," Recherche et publ_,cat,on ~es 
deParte re l at;fs iJ la v;e econom;que de la Revolut1on. Com,te 

mental de Se;ne-et -o;se 14 (1935-1937): 4o. 
128 

IJp ever compte decadafre = the comptes decada;res were ~eforts ?rawn 
ihese ry ten days by the district and departmental adm1n1stra!1ons. 
SIJbsisteports contained detailed information on matters reJatJng to 

ence. 
lZg 

A.D.Y., 1 LM 387. 
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attacked. The public servants feel the effects of the 

repercussions of the instructions which menace all. 

This disillusionment with the central government was not limited to 

the people on the streets. It could also be found in the writings of 

the departmental administrators. Writing to the Convention, the 

Directory of the district of Versailles , outlined the horrific state 

of subsistence in the district of Versailles where the inhabitants of 

the countryside were forced to buy a pound of bread at 15 sols to 35 

sols and the people of the city had just eight ounces of bread per 

day. The total exhaustion of resources could weary the patience of the 

staunchest republicans, the letter concluded. 1
~ 

In the food riot of 1795 at Saint -Germain, the political 

awareness among the rioters was more advanced than that of 1792. The 

riot at Saint-Germain was a local one but the vision of the rioters 

was by no means local. 1
" They were advocating a plan for a controlled 

commerce in grain which was to be put into effect by the central power 

in the nation as a whole. In practical terms, such a program of action 

was likely to be far more successful than the localized actions of the 

rioters in 1792. That such a program was to be embodied in a 

130 Letter of 5 germinal an III (March 25 , 1795), quoted in 
Defresne and Evrard, Les subsjstances 2:416. 

131 Tisson distributor of journals had yelled in the moment when 
the tocsin wa; being sounded at Saint-Germain, "la r~volte de Rouen, 
l'insurrection d'Amiens," a sign that some people atleast, had 
transcended the localism of 1792. 
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Constitution, ratified by the peop1e, was another guarantee of its 

permanent success. In this respect, the actions of the rioters of 

Saint-Germain in 1795 were more advanced politically than those of the 

rioters in 1792. The actions of the rioters of Saint-Germain on 17 

germinal (April 6) were probably influenced by the events of 12 

germinal (April 1) in Paris, where the people marched in a body to the 

Convention to the cry of du pain et la Constitution de 1793. Richard 

Cobb and George Rude have characterized the riot of 12 germinal (April 

6) as "the last popular movement of the Revolution in Paris." 1
~ It 

was a throwback to the happier days of 1793-1794, when the people had 

seen their economic and political program come closer to realization 

than at any other time during the Revolution . 

In Saint-Germain, the very same days were evoked in the course 

of the riot. The actions of the rioters at Saint -Germain showed that 

they had learned the political lessons of 1793-1794 well. They had 

realized that a permanent solution to the problem of subsistence could 

be worked out only through the central government and hence they 

thought to march to the Convention to press their demands. But the 

rioters did not trust the conservative Convention of 1795 to protect 

the interests of the people. So they demanded a return to the 

Constitution of 1793 which had given political rights to the people 

and protected their interests. This was the same kind of program 

m Richard Cobb and George Rude, "Le dernier mouvement populaire 
de la Revolution a Paris: Les journees de germinal et de prairial an 
III," Revue Historique 214 (1955): 250-281. 
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advocated in 1792 by Pierre Dolivier who had argued that political 

rights should be the foundation of economic rights. By 1795, this 

program had been adopted by the rioters of Saint-Germain as their own. 

The idea that accession to political rights would help the people 

protect their economic rights was an idea directly bequeathed by the 

Revolution, and its adoption by the rioters was an important indicator 

in the progress of political consciousness. 

The women of Versailles who rioted on 21 and 22 frimaire, an III 

( December 11 and 12, 1794} to bring down the pr; ce of bread were 

groping towards the same kind of solution. They not only invaded the 

localities where the Municipality and the Directory of the district 

held their sessions, but had also forced the members of the directory 

to accept the idea of persuading the Committees of the central 

government (in this case the committees of Public Safety, General 

Security and Legislation) to fix the price of bread. The riot was 

crushed on the following day, but the idea of marching on the 

Convention did not die out, resurfacing again and again during the 

troubled days of germinal (March-April). 1
" Even in small towns like 

Sevres, people talked of marching upon the Convention in order to 

impose their demands on the government. On 10 germinal (March 30) 

several inhabitants of the Municipality of Sevres began to sound the 

drums, while Joseph Nadot, a wine-grower of the commune of Firly , 

133 Defresne and Evrard, Les subsi stances, 2: 316-317. For the 
germinal days, see page 422. 
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mounted the bell tower in order to sound the bells. Nadot was arrested 

and interrogated by the municipality. He said that neither he nor his 

four infants had had bread for four days and that they were dying of 

hunger. He said that his intention had been to gather the populace and 

to lead them on a march to the Convention. 1
~ 

It should be pointed out here that the goal of the crowd was 
st ill traditional. Their aim was to bring about the return of the 

controlled economy which they believed could alone protect the 

interests of the people. The new liberal economy, which hurt the 

interests of the poor and deprived them of the means of subsistence 

While enabling a small aristocracy to get rich at their expense , was 

not acceptable to them. In this sense the crowd wanted a return to the 
II 

moral economy". But in another sense the rioters of Saint-Germain 

Went beyond fighting for the tradit iona 1 "mora 1 economy" as defined 

by f.P. Thompson. The crowd in the food riot, as E. P. Thompson has 

Pointed out, "derived its sense of legitimation from the paternalist 

model."m Many among the local gentry, magistrates and other 

government officials resented the whittling away of the old controls 

and thought that a free economy would be detrimental to the interests 

of ordinary people in times of dearth. The rioters in turn looked to 

these paternalists to support them in their grievances. In 1795, the 

134 
Proces verbal of the Municipa l,ity of Sevres, d_ated 10 germina 1 

an III (30 March, 1793). Oefresne and Evrard, Les subs1stances, 2:433, 

13s 1 E " 95 E.P. Thompson, "The Mora conomy, • 
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rioters of Sa int -Germain acted differently . They declared that the 

Constitution of 1793 would protect their interests, not government 

officials who sought to impose on the populace their vision of what 

was best for them. 

The writings of some government officials also expressed this 

new line of thinking in striking terms. The compte decadaires which 

the procureur syndic of Saint-Germain , a dedicated offical and 

compassionate human being, sent to the procureur general syndic of the 

department, are a model of meticulous reporting. 136 Every ten days 

this official reported in great detail on the extreme misery in the 

district of Saint -Germain and the toll that it was exacting on the 

bodies and minds of the inhabitants. He wrote in the third decade of 

Prairial, "the people suffer the ills in the most profound 

silence, "137 and again in the first decade of thermidor, "nothing 

energizes these people so easy to excite in the past. 111
~ But the same 

official wrote the third decade of fructidor that the news that a new 

constitution had been drawn up and general committees convened had led 

to a effervescence among the people. Describing the process he said: 

A la lecture de la charte constitutionelle chaque membre d'une 

assemblee primaire repete: et moi aussi je suis souverain, et 

l~ A.D.Y., 1 LM 396. 
1
" "[Le peuple] souffre les maux dans le silence le plus 

Profond." 

138 "Rien n'electrise ces hommes autrefois si faciles a 
i nfl ammer. " 
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bient6t rede scendait au s imple rang de legislateur; chacun 

s' assie modestement a cote de Monte squieu . 1
~ 

At the reading of the constitutional charter, each member of 

a primary assembly repeats : "And I also am sovereign , " and 

immediately descended back to the simple rank of legislator; 

each one sits modestly besides Montesquieu . 

The connection between this new consciousness of political 

rights and the food situation becomes clear when he writes in the 

second decade of vendemiaire , an IV (October, 1796): 

Le peuple n' a plus d'espoir que dans la marche acceleree de la 

nouvelle constitution. Elle seul doit mettre un terme a ces 

orages politiques qui rompent les anneau de la cha1ne sociale, 

et ramener l ' ordre , l'abondance et la paix. 1
~ 

The people have hope only in the accelerated march of the new 

constitution. It [the constitution] alone can put an end to 

these political storms that are breaking the rings of the 

social chain, and can bring back, order, abundance and peace. 

I~ A.D.Y . , 1 LM 396. 

I~ A.D.Y . 1 LM 396 . 
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The thoughts of this official and of the rioters of 

Saint-Germain converge in their be li ef that the hope for the future 

lay in a Constitution which would safeguard the interests of the 

consumers and bind upon the government. This Constitution , they hoped, 

would restore the rights which had been progressively whittled away, 

including the right of subsistence. So, in 1795, it was political 

sovereignty, not paterna 1 ism, from which the moral economy drew 

legitimacy. 

1795 was not 1793 or even 1792. In 1795, the weight of 

accumulated defeats and the terrible ravages of a famine had crushed 

the spirit of the people. The cry for a controlled economy , voiced by 

the rioters at Saint -Germain, found no echo elsewhere in the 

department. Unlike in 1792, this demand was not taken up by the 

departmental authorities. The rioters and the authorities had parted 

ways . To the people at the top, a controlled economy was no more than 

a failed experiment. To the people at the bottom, it offered a 

solution for their economic problems. But without any support from the 

top, this idea could not be enforced. So the market riot at 

Saint-Germain remained an isolated spark, a monument to the 

politicization of the rioters and the expression of their desires, but 

not an event with lasting impact on the Revolution. 
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Chapter VI 

Conclusion 

This dissertation is both a study of food riots in 

late -eighteenth-century France and of popular activism during the 

Revolution. The dissertation argues that food riots may be usefully 

studied by placing them within specific economic , social and political 

contexts . As contexts changed , so did the character of the food riots. 

The French Revolution provided the background for the food riots in 

the Seine-et-Oise from 1789 through 1795. The policies of 

revolutionary governments, the war, the hopes and aspirations 

engendered by the Revolution all provided the setting for the food 

riots. As circumstances changed, so did the problems faced by the 

rioters. So the responses they fashioned to deal with the problems 

also varied, which accounts for the fact that the riots exhibited 

different characteristics during different years. 

By taking the long view, it is possible to identify different 

Phases of the food riots during the revolutionary years: 1789-1792, 

1793 and 1795. The ultimate aim of the rioters during all of these 

Periods remained the same, to get access to food at fair prices, that 

is, to guarantee their right to subsistence. But the particular 
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circumstances of the different periods demanded t hat the ri oters 

adjust t heir immediate goals accord ingly . Until 1793 the pr imary goal 

of t he r ioters wa s t o keep the marketplace functioning . But as the 

marketplace decl ined irrevers ibly in 1795 , the rioters turned their 

attention to the private farms and storehouses to get access to food . 

The rioters al so changed strategies as the immediate goals they 

set out to ach ieve changed . Thus, in the period 1789-1793 they adopted 

a range of strategies to get grain to the marketplace . In 1789-1792 

the primary targets of the r iots were the rich farmers and grain 

merchants whom the rioters fo rced to take grain to the markets, while 

in 1793 the primary targets were the convoys carrying grain to Paris. 

There was thus a shift from the market riots of 1789-1792 to the 

ent raves of 1793. In 1795 the targets were the farms of the rich 

farmers where the rioters located grain. Through all these years the 

rioters emphasised the need to act as a community (even though strains 

within the community were sometimes evident) and to pay just prices 

for the grain they took from other members of the community. 

In this dissertation, food riots have been viewed not only as 

negative expressions of protest but also as constructive attempts on 

the part of the rioters to correct what they felt was wrong with the 

economy, society, and ultimately the polity. This dissertation has, 

on the one hand, explored the social structure and the economy of the 

Seine-et-Oise, as well as short term governmental policies and 

economic strains with a view to determining how they contributed to 
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the subs istence problem and , therefore, to t he ri ot s. On t he ot her 

hand , c lose attention has been pa id to t he actual riots , t o the events 

as t hey unfolded , to the goal s of t he r iot ers , the demands they 

formulated, the stra t egies t hey employed , and the organizat ion they 

built up to achieve their aims . It has been shown that the riots were 

not random events , that the best way to understand t hem is to study 

them as informed responses on the part of the rioters to the actual 

problems t hey faced during a particular period. 

The Revolution was closely intertwined with t he food riots. The 

needs of the Revolution helped shape the governmental policies which 

turned out to be unpopular with the rioters . The Revolution also 

caused some of the economic strains that contributed to the riots, and 

the poli t ical lessons learned from the Revolution helped the rioters 

devise ever more radical solutions to solve the problem of 

subsistence. This dissertation has argued that in the course of the 

Years 1789-1795 , the rioters were drawn into the wider political 

nation which the Revolution helped bring about through the 

legitimation it granted to popular act ivism and popular participation 

in the constitutional process. But the origins of the riots and the 

goals of the rioters remained autonomous . Although they were aware of 

the high politics of the Revolution, the rioters adapted revolutionary 

language, techniques and ideology as symbolized in the principles of 

liberty, equality and popular sovereignty to suit their own needs and 

pursue their own goals, many of which were traditional or customary. 
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To study t he food riots dur ing t he Revo lut ion , is to study how the 

Revolution affected the l i ves of t he ordinary people - - the artisans 
' 

the wage -wor ker s and the sma l l peasa nts -- in t he department of the 

Seine -et -Oise . 

In the history of subsistence rioti ng , the food riots of the 

Seine -et -Oise occupy a distinct position , combining both t radi t ional 

and modern feature s . To a certain extent , the ideology of the moral 

economy unde r lay the riots and provided the just if icat ion for the 

rioters' actions. From this perspective , the riots were a part of the 

traditional body of food riots in France . But the riots also showed 

some signs of modernity in organization and techniques , and to a 

certain extent , in goals . By 1795 , some rioters had realized the need 

to move beyond localized politics and this realization invested the 

riots with great potential power. The demands of some 1795 rioters 

that their right to subsistence should be enshrined in a Constitution 

that would permanently protect their interests showed that these 

rioters were conscious of the principle of popular sovereignty 

espoused by the Revolution . The rioters' insistence that the central 

government take responsibility in providing subsistence to the people 

shows that some of them were moving towards a realization of modern 

national politics. There is not, of course , a linear relationship 

between the food riots of the Revolution and modern politics, for food 

riots in the nineteenth century could revert to the localism of 

earlier times. The point to note is that subsistence rioters at 
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various times and places could and did make use of new ideas and 

techniques. This study of food riots has shown how the rioters in the 

Seine -et -Oise learned from the Revolution and used new techniques, 

language and ideas from the Revolution to add new dimensions to a 

traditional form of popular protest during a very important period of 

French history. 
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Date 

July 16 -18 

July 19 

July 20 

July 22 

September 1 

September 5 

September 13 

September 5, 

12 , 19 

Appendix A 

Chronology of Market Riots 

Place of riot 

1789 

Saint-Germain, Poissy , Andresy, 

Puiseux 

Chevreuse 

Ferte Alais 

Houdan 

Palaiseau 

Etampes 

Versailles 

1791 

Gonesse 
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Wheat price 

fixed at ( in 

Uvres) 

24 

31 

24 

16-22 



I 

September 

12- -19 

September 

10 -- 16 

September 

September 

13 

16 

February 13 

February 20 

Louvres , Puiseux , 

Marly- la -ville , Chatenay , 

Chennevieres , Tremblay -­

district of Gonesse 

Etampes 

20 

Mennecy -- district of Corbeil 24 

Corbeil 22 

1792 I 
Montlhery, Vers - le -Petit , 24 

Vers - le -Grand -- district of 

Corbeil 

Montlhery , Morsang , 

Villemoisson, Grigny, Viry, 

0urangis , Plessis - le -Comte, 

Fleury, Courcouronnes, 

Sainte -Genevieve-des-Bois, 

Bondoufle, Savigny, 

Saint -Michel - - districts of 

Corbeil and Versailles 
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February 23 

February 27 

Beaumont-sur -0i se -- district 

of Ponto ise 

Montlhery -- distr ict of 

Corbeil 

February 21 -- 28 cantons of Longjumeau, Jouy, 

Chevreuse, Palaiseau , Limours 

- - district of Versailles 

February 29 

February 29 

March 1 

March 2, 10 

March 3 

Ballainv i lliers, 

Saulx- les -Chartreux -- district 

of Versailles 

Montlhery, Marcoussis -­

district of Corbeil 

Limours, Forges, Brus, 

Fontenay, Vaugrigneuse -­

district of Versailles 

Angerville -- district of 

Etampes 

Etampes, Torfou, Lardy, 

Boissy-sous-Saint-Yon, 

Chamarande, Etrechy - - district 

of Etampes 
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20-24 

20-24 
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March 3 

March 4 

March 4 

March 6 

March 9-10 

March 15-17 

Dourdan 

Brie -Comte -Robert (department 

of Seine -et -Marne) , Bruney, 

Montgeron , Yerres, Mandres , 

Perigny , Villecresne , 

Villeneuve , Quincy-sous-Senard , 

Santeny, Epinay , Varenne , 

Boissy-Saint -Antoine , 

Villeneuve -Saint-George - ­

district of Corbeil 

Chevreuse -- district of 

Versailles 

Sa i nt-Arnou lt 

Dourdan, Saint -Cyr, 

Angervilliers, 

Val Saint-Germain, 

Saint-Cheron, Saint-Maurice -­

district of Dourdan 

Dourdan, Sainte-Julienne, 

Saint-Cyr, Cermaise, 

Saint-Maurice, Angervilliers - -

district of Dourdan 
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20 

20 

21-22 



March 7--13 

March 12 

March 12 

March 14 

March 19 

March 19 

Palaiseau , 0rsay, Bievres, 20-24 

Bures, Nozay, Villebon, Saclay, 

Vauhallan, Igny, Lozere, 

Foucherolles, 

Saint -Remy-les -Chevreuse --

district of Versailles 

Saint-Germain-en-Laye 

Neauphle- le -Chateau -- district 24 

of Montfort 

Marines -- district of Pontoise 20 

Rambouillet, Saint-Arnoult, 

la-Celle, Saint-Leger, Bullion, 

Clairefontaine, Sonchamp -­

district of Dourdan 

Meulan -- district of 

Saint-Germain 
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March 19 

Apr il 4 

October(?) 

November(?) 

October(?) 

October 25 

October 27 

Gonesse, Roi ssy, Sarcelles , 

Tremblay , Vi llepinte , Epiais , 

Villeron , Chennevieres, Vemars , 

Survilliers, Fosses, 

Marly-la -ville, Fontenay , 

Louvres , Lassy, Bellefontaine , 

le-Plessis, Jagny, 

le -Mesnil-Aubry and Mareil -­

district of Gonesse 

Saint-Germain-en-Laye 

Meulan 

Montfort, le-Mesnuls, 

Grosrouvre, Saint-Leger -­

districts of Montfort and 

Dourdan 

Rambouillet, Saint-Leger, 

Montfort, Grosrouvre, Gallois, 

la-Queuue, Mere, Bazoches, 

Saint-Remy, Mesnuls - ­

districts of Dourdan and 

Montfort 

398 
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October 26 Versailles 

November (?) Limours 24 

An III (September 1794 - September 1795) 

22 frimaire Versailles 

(December 12) 

14 pluvi6se Corbeil 

(February 2) 

3 vent6se Mantes 

(February 21) 
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Appendix B 

The Republican Calendar 

Dates in the Corresponding Gregorian date for 

Republican Calendar 
an II an III an IV 

1 vendemiaire 22 Sep 1793 22 Sep 1794 23 Sep 1795 

15 vendemiaire 6 Oct 1793 6 Oct 1794 7 Oct 1795 

1 brumaire 22 Oct 1793 22 Oct 1794 23 Oct 1795 

15 brumaire 5 Nov 1793 5 Nov 1794 6 Nov 1795 

1 frimaire 21 Nov 1793 21 Nov 1794 22 Nov 1795 

15 frimaire 5 Dec 1793 5 Dec 1794 6 Dec 1795 

1 nivose 21 Dec 1793 21 Dec 1794 22 Dec 1795 

15 niv6se 4 Jan 1794 4 Jan 1795 5 Jan 1796 

1 pluvi6se 20 Jan 1794 20 Jan 1795 21 Jan 1796 

15 pluvi6se 3 Feb 1794 3 Feb 1795 4 Feb 1796 

1 vent6se 19 Feb 1794 19 Feb 1795 20 Feb 1796 
--------------------------- --------------- --------------- ---------------
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15 ve nt 6se 5 Ma r 1794 5 Mar 1795 5 Mar 1796 

1 germina l 21 Ma r 1794 21 Ma r 1795 21 Mar 1796 

15 germinal 4 Apr 1794 4 Apr 1795 4 Apr 1796 

1 fl orea l 20 Apr 1794 20 Apr 1795 20 Apr 1796 

15 florea l 4 May 1794 4 May 1795 4 May 1796 

1 prairia l 20 May 1794 20 May 1795 20 May 1796 

15 prai r ial 3 Jun 1794 3 Jun 1795 3 Jun 1796 

1 messidor 19 Jun 1794 19 Jun 1795 19 Jun 1796 

15 messidor 3 Jul 1794 3 Jul 1795 3 Jul 1796 

1 thermidor 19 Jul 1794 19 Jul 1795 19 Jul 1796 

15 thermidor 2 Aug 1794 2 Aug 1795 2 Aug 1796 

1 fructidor 18 Aug 1794 18 Aug 1795 18 Aug 1796 

15 fructidor 1 Sep 1794 1 Sep 1795 1 Sep 1796 

5th complimentary 21 Sep 1794 21 Sep 1795 21 Sep 1796 

day 

6th complimentary 22 Sep 1795 

day 
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Glossary: 

• conseil general, directoire (directory), procureur general syndic 

(procurator), agent national (national agent): From 1790 each 

department was administered by a conseil -general composed of 

thirty-six members elected among men paying the equivalent of 

ten days ' unskilled labor in taxes. The consen general was 

elected by the electoral assembly of the department. The 

conseil general was not always in session. To represent it 

during the intervals between its sessions, the conseil general 

appointed a directory (directoire) of eight members. The 

directory functioned as the executive wing of the conseil 

general and was in charge of taxes, charity, prisons, schools, 

agriculture etc; The king was represented at the departmental 

level by the procureur general syndic who was also elected by 

the electoral assembly of the department. The procureur general 

syndic was in charge of ensuring that laws were applied within 

the department. The procureur general syndic communicated 

directly with the ministers. 

From 1790 each district was administered by a conseil 

general composed of eighteen members. The conseil general 
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appointed a permanent directory of four members. The procureur 

syndic represented the king at the district level. 

At the level of the commune, there was a conseil general 

consisting of the notables and the municipal officers elected 

among men who paid the equivalent of ten days' labor in taxes. 

The municipal officers formed the municipality, which was the 

permanent and the active wing of the conseil general. 

Departmental and district personnel were chosen by 

indirect elections. Primary assemblies in the cantons (the 

basic electoral unit) composed of men over twenty-five paying 

the equivalent of three days' unskilled labor in taxes, chose 

electors, who were men paying taxes to the value of ten days' 

labor. The electors, who formed the electoral assembly in each 

department, appointed personnel to the district and 

departmental councils . Direct elections took place only at the 

municipal level. After October 1792, all members of the 

departmental, district and municipal administrations were 

elected by universal manhood suffrage. 

The law of 14 frimaire an II (December 4, 1793) abolished 

the positions of procureur general syndics, procureur syndics 

and procureurs of the communes. The procureur syndics were 

replaced by the agents nationaux who were direct 

representatives of the government. The procureurs of the 
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communes were replaced by agents mum'cipaux who were also 

direct representatives of the government. 

• dfme: The parish population had to pay the dfme (tithe) to the 

church. The dfme amounted, in practice, to a surcharge levied 

by the church on the parish population in varying amounts to 

pay for the upkeep and repair of the church. 

• haricotier: The haricotier was a peasant who held a modest amount 

of land, and owned some tools and a little livestock. The 

haricotier also did a little market-gardening and stock-farming 

on the side, and worked part-time for others. The haricotiers 

ordinarily earned enough for their subsistence but in bad times 

they could fall into debt. 

• journaliers, mainouvriers: They were the rural and urban landless 

workers who did piece and day work for those who employed them. 

• laboureur, fermier: In the rich cereal plains of the Paris basin, 

the term 7 aboureur ref erred to a rich peasant who owned or 

leased at least ten hectares of land but often much more. The 

laboureurs possessed considerable resources in livestock and 

property and also employed permanent or seasonal labor. 

The fermiers were also rich peasants who leased all of 

the land they cultivated. 

• livre: livre, sol and denier were the standard units of currency in 

Seine-et-Oise. The livre equalled twenty sols and the sol 

equalled twelve deniers. 
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• seti er: The seti er was the standard measure of capacity in the 

department of the Seine-et -Oise. The setier was subdivided into 

the mine, minot, quartier, boisseau and pechet. Generally the 

setier equalled two mines , the mine represented two minot, the 

minot two quartiers and the quartier six pechets. The setier 

equalled 1/12 muid. The setier of wheat contained twelve 

boisseau and the setier of oats sixteen boisseau. There were 

some variations in the content of these measures in the 

different markets of the Seine-et-Oise. For details, see Leon 

Janrot, "Les Poids et mesures aux environs de Paris avant le 

systeme metrique," Recherche et publication des documents 

relatifs a la vie economique de la Revolution; Comite 

departemental de Seine-et-Oise 16 (1940-1941): 34-37. In metric 

units a setier represents 156 litres. 
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