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The average American consumes  160 lbs. of sugar per year.  How much 
sugar do you eat?  It will take a few minutes of peering at the labels of your 
food to þnd this out, because nearly everything you buy in a supermarket 
has this stuff added to it.  Even òhealthyó things are laden with sugar.  A loaf 
of whole-grain bread, a can of beans, a cup of yogurt... I often wander the 
ÿuorescent-lit ÿoors of the grocery store, checking on the hummus with high 
fructose corn syrup and the organic peas with evaporated cane juice.  Sugar 
consumption has risen 1500 percent in the last two hundred years (faster, of 
course, than our physical evolution can keep up with).1  Just why is all our 
food laden with this substance?  What effects might it haveñon our bodies, 
our minds, the land, and our society?  



Thereôs a story to be told here, and it starts in 
New Guinea, 9000 years ago, when humans 
ýrst began harvesting cane on the slopes of 
fertile volcanoes.  The use of sugar then spread 
across Indonesia and India, though for many 
thousands of years it wasnôt widespreadñfew 
scriptures from around the world make much 
mention of sugarcane, save for Buddha, who 
warns against seeking gurñsugarñwhen one 
is not sick.2   Cane really set its roots down, 
though, in the ñNew 
Worldò during the time 
of the Conquistadors. 
Columbus suggested 
transporting West 
Indian natives to work 
in the Spanish cane 
plantations;3 Portu-
guese criminals were 
shipped to Brazil to 
grow sugarcane; and 
during the 1500s, the 
English and Dutch got 
in on the action.  

This is where Amer-
icaôs bloody involve-
ment with sugar be-
gins.  ñAlthough some American historians like 
to argue that it was the British tax on tea that 
precipitated the War of Independence, others 
point to the Molasses Act of 1733, which lev-
ied a heavy tax on sugar and molasses coming 
from anywhere except the British sugar islands 
in the Caribbean,ò writes William Duffy.  His 
book Sugar Blues explains how this Molasses 
Act posed a grave threat to the colonial trade 
cycle and Americaôs thirst for rum.4  A trade 
triangle had developed between America, Eu-
rope, and Africa involving rum, molasses, and 
slavery.  The trafýcking of sugar was one of the 

things the industrial era, and our independent 
American Empire today, was built upon.  

Today, harvesting cane is still backbreaking 
work, often done by hand in steamy, sticky 
tropical climes.  The hands are usually black 
or brown, and as in the past, they are often the 
hands of people who have little other choice.  
Rather than attempt to explore the conditions 
of cane ýelds around the world, I would like 

to share a little bit about 
sugar in Americañand 
for that, we must look 
to Florida, which grows 
over half the nationôs 
sugarcane.  

What is life like in the 
Florida ýelds?  To under-
stand this, we must look 
at the people and their 
conditions.  ñThe most 
perilous work in America 
is the harvest by hand of 
sugar cane in south Flor-
ida,ò asserts Alec Wilkin-
son in his 1989 study of 
sugar cane harvesting.5  

You get cut, you wrench your back, you live in 
concrete barracks and get paid a complicated 
ñtask rateò based on how many rows of cane 
you can cut; youôre given a few minutes break 
to wolf down rice, and keep yourself going 
with a sweet brew of Guinness and egg nog.  
At least, thatôs how it was ten years ago.  From 
1939 to the mid-1990s, this work was done by 
people from Jamaica, Barbados, St. Vincent, 
St. Lucia, and other West Indian countries, here 
through the H-2 temporary visa program.  But 
despite the constant threat of deportation, many 
of these workers managed to sue for higher 

 Hereôs a brief run-down on sweeteners.  The synthetic ones are pretty sketchyðthe use 
of aspartame (NutraSweet, Equal, Sweet nô Low) can increase sugar cravings; saccharin is a 
cocarcinogenic petroleum derivative; mannitol, sorbitol, xylitol, and hydrogen starch hydrolysate 
are classiýed as sugar alcohols and are laxatives that can cause gastrointestinal bloating, cramps, 
diarrhea.16  Those are the ones youôll ýnd in low-carb Atkins-era food and in lots of things that 
are advertised as sugar-free.  Organic evaporated cane juice and the ñnaturalò cane sweeteners 
are better than white reýned sugar, and Sucanatðdehydrated cane-juice crystalsðcontains the 
nutrients that naturally occur in sugarcane.  However, this doesnôt avoid all the problems with the 
sugar cane industry (granted, every modern industry has its problemsðbut a lot of evaporated 
cane juice products are manufactured by Florida Crystals, which is owned by the Fanjul family, 
one of the powerful sugar barons*).  Beware of brown sugar, which is often white sugar with 
molasses added.  If youôre going to go with molasses (which is the residue after the sugar crystals 
are removed), this is another degree better because it has nutrients, but go with organic blackstrap 
molasses, which is the best nutritionally.  

 Maple syrup, honey, fruit juice, date, brown rice syrup, agave nectar, and stevia are my 
natural sweeteners of choice.  Maple syrup is potent, and it has potassium and calcium.  Honey 
doesnôt upset your bodyôs balance as much as sugar, and baked goods made with honey stay 
fresher longer.  Plus, eating local honey helps with pollen allergies.  You can buy granulated 
date sugarðpulverized datesðto use in baking. In lots of recipes, you can also use applesauce, 
banana, or mashed sweet potatoes.  And then thereôs stevia, a herb from the Chrysanthemum fam-
ily thatôs approved by the FDA as a dietary supplementðbut not for use in foods.  (Some people, 
myself included, ýnd this pretty dodgy, given the power of the sugar industry in Washington).  It 
has been used in South America for centuries, and is widely used in Japan without any ill effects.  
Stevia is wonderful because itôs DIYðyou can grow it yourself, unlike most sweeteners.  The ex-
tract is hundreds of times sweeter than sugar, and to use it, you can dissolve a teaspoon of stevia 
in a couple of tablespoons of water.  This will replace a cup of sugar.  

Even with these substitutions, the habit may be hard to break.  But once youôre off sugar for a 
couple weeks or months, itôs unlikely that youôll even want to go back to eating it... foods with 
added sugar will probably seem acridly sweet.  At ýrst, you may ýnd yourself eating a remarkable 
number of dates, or going through a lot of honey, which some people will take nutritonal issues 
with, too... but this is beyond your own nutrition and health.  Itôs about the land, too, and the peo-
ple that work the land / itôs about this whole modern system weôve created; a systemic problem.  
When we can start to see how spooning some sugar into our coffee or tea affects people the world 
round, weôre a step closer to repairing some of the damage to our beautiful planet.  The End.

* A twenty-minute call from Alfonso Fanjul interrupted a tryst between Clinton and Monica Lewinsky in 
1996, according to the Starr report.  Fanjul was calling to complain that Gore wanted to tax sugar to pay for 
Everglades cleanup; after the call, the proposed tax was nixed.




