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THE GOVERNMENT or FRANCE'S LOUIS xw wasfaced with acatastrophicfood

crisis triggered by the extremely cold winter. A special commission was

appointed, charged with the urgent distribution of grain, presided over by

Henri- Francois D'Aguesseau, depicted in the engraving above. Desperate

times called fordesperate measures: Anyone found hoarding grain could

be condemned to hard labor on galleys or even face execution.

the authorities had no time to prepare for

what became known as “Le Grand Hive r,”

and thousands succumb ed to hyp other —

mia before measures could be taken to

help them. Animals were not spared ei—

ther: Numerous livestock froze in their

pens, barns, and coops.
The rivers, canal network, and ports

froze, and snow reportedly blocked roads

across France. In the port of Marseill e on

the Mediterranean coast, and at various points along

the Rhone and Garonne Rivers, the ice was able

to support the weight of laden carts, which

places it around 11 inches thick. In cit—

ies that stopped receiving provisions,

accounts circulated of desperate inhab—

itants forced to burn whatever furniture

they had to keep themselves warm. Par is

remained cut off from supplies for three

months.

Even the well —off, who could fall back

on stocks of food and drink, found that

the intense cold rendered themunusable.

Bread, meat, and even some alcoholic

drinks froze solid. Only hard liquors such

as vodka, whiskey, and rum remain ed liq—

uid The climatic crisis heldboth rich and

poor in its icy grip. The elite’s sprawling

mansions with large windows had been

King Louis XIV organized

bread handouts and made the

nobles provide for the hungry.
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constructed for show, not practicality. In

Versailles,the Duchess of Orleans, sister—

in—law of King Louis XIV, wrote to a rela—

tive in Hanover: “The cold here is so fierce

that it fairly defies description. I am sit—

tingby a roaring fire, have a screen before

the door, which is closed, so that I can sit

here with a fur around my neck and my

feet in abearskin sack, andI am still shiv—

ering and can barely hold the pen. Never

in my life have I seen a winter such as this

one, which freezes the wine in bottles.”

Baby, It’s Cold Outside
Across the rest of EurOpe, many strange

effects of the cold were observed. Nu—

merous witnesses recorded how the

abrupt drOp in temperature made seem—

ingly solid items brittle. Tree trunks

would shatter with a startling cracking

sound, as if an invisible woo dcutter we re

hacking them down. Church bells when

rung also fractured due to the extreme

cold temperatures.
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