
Arthur Young's Travels in France 

 (September 5, 1788) The 5th. To Montauban. The poor people seem poor 

indeed; the children terribly ragged, if possible worse clad than it with no 

cloaths at all; as to shoes and stockings they are luxuries. A beautiful girl of 

six or seven years playing with a stick, and smiling under such a bundle of 

rags as made my heart ache to see her: they did not beg, and when I gave 

them any thing seemed more surprized than obliged. One third of what I 

have seen of this province seems uncultivated, and nearly all of it in misery. 

What have kings, and ministers, and parliaments, and states, to answer for 

their prejudices, seeing millions of hands that would be industrious, idle and starving, through the 

execrable (detestable) maxims of despotism (dominance through punishment), or the equally detestable 

prejudices of a feudal nobility. Sleep at the lion d' or, at Montauban, an abominable hole.—20 miles. 

1) How are the poor dressed? 

2) What does the quote “they did not beg, and when I gave them any thing seemed more surprised 

than obliged” tell you about the attitude of the poor? 

3) Who does Young blame for the state that France is in? What evidence is there? 

(September 6, 1778) The 6th. The same inclosed country to Brooms; but near that town improves to the 

eye, from being more hilly. At the little town of Lamballe, there are above fifty families of noblesse that 

live in winter, who reside on their estates in the summer. There is probably as much foppery 

(foolishness) and nonsense in their circles, and for what I know as much happiness, as in those of Paris. 

Both would be better employed in cultivating their lands, and rendering the poor industrious.—30 miles. 

4) How does Young feel towards the upper class? How do you know? 

(October 10, 1778) …At an English nobleman's, there would have been three or four farmers asked to 

meet me, who would have dined with the family amongst the ladies of the first rank. I do not 

exaggerate, when I say, that I have had this at least an hundred times in the first houses of our islands. It 

is however, a thing that in the present state of manners in France, would not be met with from Calais to 

Bayonne, except by chance in the house of some great lord that had been much in England, and then 

not unless it was asked for. The nobility in France have no more idea of practising agriculture, and 

making it an object of conversation, except on the mere theory, as they would speak of a loom or a 

bowsprit, than of any other object the most remote from their habits and pursuits. I do not so much 

blame them for this neglect, as I do that herd of visionary and absurd writers on agriculture, who, from 

their chambers in cities, have, with an impertinence almost incredible, deluged France with nonsense 

and theory, enough to disgust and ruin the whole nobility of the kingdom. 

5) What are Young’s complaints about the nobility of France? 

(June 10, 1779) The 10th. Every thing conspires to render the present period in France critical: the want 

of bread is terrible: accounts arrive every moment from the provinces of riots and disturbances, and 

calling in the military, to preserve the peace of the markets. The prices reported are the same as I found 



at Abbeville and Amiens 5f. (2½.) a pound for white bread, and 3½f. to 4f. for the common sort, eaten by 

the poor: these rates are beyond their faculties, and occasion great misery. At Meudon, the police, that 

is to say the intendant, ordered that no wheat should be sold on the market without the person taking 

at the same time an equal quantity of barley. What a stupid and ridiculous regulation, to lay obstacles 

on the supply, in order to be better supplied; and to shew the people the fears and apprehensions of 

government, creating thereby an alarm, and raising the price at the very moment they wish to sink it. I 

have had some conversation on this topic with well informed persons, who have assured me that the 

price is, as usual, much higher than the proportion of the crop demanded, and there would have been 

no real scarcity if Mr. Necker would have let the corn-trade alone; but his edicts of restriction, which 

have been mere comments on his book on the legislation of corn, have operated more to raise the price 

than all other causes together. It appears plain to me, that the violent friends of the commons are not 

displeased at the high price of corn, which seconds their views greatly, and makes any appeal to the 

common feeling of the people more easy, and much more to their purpose than if the price was low…. 

6) What is the source of public misery described above? 

7) How did the government try to limit the purchasing of wheat? Why is this a ridiculous regulation 

according to Young? 

(July 12, 1779) The 12th. Walking up a long hill, to ease my mare, I was joined by a poor woman, who 

complained of the times, and that it was a sad country; demanding her reasons, she said her husband 

had but a morsel of land, one cow, and a poor little horse, yet they had a franchar (42 lb.) of wheat, and 

three chickens, to pay as a quit-rent to one Seigneur; and four franchar of oats, one chicken and 1f. to 

pay to another, besides very heavy tailles (land tax) and other taxes. She had seven children, and the 

cow's milk helped to make the soup. But why, instead of a horse, do not you keep another cow? Oh, her 

husband could not carry his produce so well without a horse; and asses are little used in the country. It 

was said, at present, that something was to be done by some great folks for such poor ones, but she did 

not know who nor how, but God send us better, car les tailles & les droits nous ecrasent.—This woman, 

at no great distance might have been taken for sixty or seventy, her figure was so bent, and her face so 

furrowed and hardened by labour,—but she said she was only twenty-eight. An Englishman who has not 

travelled, cannot imagine the figure made by infinitely the greater part of the countrywomen in France; 

it speaks, at the first sight, hard and severe labour: I am inclined to think, that they work harder than the 

men, and this, united with the more miserable labour of bringing a new race of slaves into the world, 

destroys absolutely all symmetry of person and every feminine appearance. To what are we to attribute 

this difference in the manners of the lower people in the two kingdoms? TO GOVERNMENT.—23 miles. 

8) What burden is put on the old woman? 

9) What do you think is Young’s opinion on the poor? Give evidence. 

Conclusion (use specific points from Young’s Diary): 

10) Based on the evidence above, what do you think is the condition France is in during the 18th 

century?   

11) What would Young say the solution to France’s problem is? 

12) What would you suggest as a possible solution to today’s homelessness? 


