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What possible connection could the
famous French general Napoleon
/ Bonaparte have with a bowl of canned
peaches? Every familiar thing we
know of has a story that begins some-
where. Sometimes the origins of
common things can take surprising turns!
- Everyone loves summer’s farm-fresh fruits and
vegetables. The growing season leads to harvest time and
vegetable stands all around the county offer bushel baskets
filled to the brim with fresh, tasty produce. Americans are
fortunate eaters as we enjoy fresh foods all year round.
Our stores have fresh produce trucked in from around the
world and their shelves are well-stocked with canned
foods to last us until next year’s crops of fresh foods
arrive. But the year-round bounty wasn’t always available
in America like it is today. People often went hungry in
winter in the days before reliable food preservation.
Preserving the summer’s harvest was important to keep
families fed through the long lean months of winter. Over
the centuries, before refrigerators and freezers were
invented, foods were preserved by many different
methods. Salting, drying, pickling, and smoking were
common ways to save foods for later. Unfortunately,
methods such as salting, drying, and smoking would allow
food to spoil if exposed to moisture. Spoilage wasted the
harvest and often made the food-scarce months of winter
=zeven harder to bear.
" Napoleon Bonaparte was a brilliant
‘. man in his time period. He is said to
have made this famous statement: “An
army moves on its stomach.” By this,
he meant that food was necessary to an
_army. However, constantly waiting for
s supplies kept armies from moving
forward and wasted valuable time. If
his army could only carry their own
e preserved food with them they would

have an advantage. This was a pretty amazing idea in
those times. Finding a way to preserve food was very
important to Bonaparte because it was a fact that soldiers
could get seriously ill from spoiled or rotten food and
illness could cause them to lose their battles. Napoleon
was certain that reliable food preservation was the answer.

He just needed to find someone who
could figure out how to safely preserve food.
In 1795, Napoleon had an idea for a contest. He would
offer a large cash prize to anyone who could discover a
way to keep his army’s food supplies from spoiling.
Napoleon offered 12,000 francs, which was a lot of money
back then (a little more than $2000 in American dollars
today). He felt sure that once the process was discovered,
it would be a secret he could use against his enemies!
French candy maker and brewer Nicholas Appert
thought he could pack food in bottles like wine. After
partially cooking food, sealing it in bottles with cork
stoppers, and immersing the bottles in boiling water, he
arrived at his theory: if food is sufficiently heated and
sealed in an airtight container, it will not spoil. He tried it
and won Bonaparte’s prize by putting hot cooked fruit and
vegetables in bottles, treating the bottles with a bath of
boiling water, and then sealing them with pitch or pine tar,
the same stuff sailors used to keep their ships watertight.
His new process worked and Napoleon’s navy and army
ate many jars of safe preserved food, giving them a huge
advantage in the war against Austria. Unfortunately, this
French military secret wasn’t a secret for very long.
Appert’s top-secret process found its way into enemy
hands and soon armies from both sides of the war had
canned fruits and vegetables to eat.
Glass bottles, however, had a tendency to break easily.
By 1810, Englishman Peter Durance patented the use of
metal containers for canning that were more durable than
glass bottles. His tin-coated steel canisters give us the
familiar word can that we use today. Durand didn’t
actually preserve foods himself, but other people used his
new invention. It wasn’t long before a wide variety of
meats, fruits, and vegetables were successfully canned.
This new “tinning process” enabled the British navy to
carry canned foods all across their vast empire. It was no
longer a secret military advantage: the British troops that
fought Napoleon at Waterloo all had canned rations too.
Englishmen who immigrated to America brought their
knowledge of canning with them. Thomas Kensett sailed
from England and began the first can manufacturing
industry in the United States in 1812. His small factory on
the New York waterfront was the first to can oysters,
meats, fruits, and vegetables in the United States.
It’s strange but true: the origins of such an ordinary
everyday thing like eating a bowl of canned peaches began
as a contest created by Napoleon!




