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The day bananas
made their British
debut
Rebecca Earle, professor of history at the
University of Warwick, marks the 385th
anniversary of the day bananas were
first shown to Londoners by charting the
fruit's fascinating story
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Taste of the tropics
Europeans have long associated bananas
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of Devonshire.
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with the exotic pleasures of distant, island

the women,” he wrote breathlessly in
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Banana Gold, “their firm ample flesh seems

the Guatemalan military and the US State
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the travails of his protracted journey had
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owned by the fruit company. The coup

the delights of America,” he noted in his
diary. Travellers marvelled at the
exuberance of new-world nature, which –
unlike her more parsimonious European
sister – offered ripe, sweet fruit all year
round.
The opportunity to gorge on sugary fruits
became part of the European image of the
tropics. The historian David Arnold
pointed out that, in English: “One of the
earliest and most enduring uses of the
adjective ‘tropical’ was to describe fruit.”

ushered in decades of military rule, during
Banana republics
Bananas originated in south-east Asia and
were brought to the New World by
European settlers – who, by the 19th
century, were growing them on vast
plantations in the Caribbean. Labour
conditions on banana plantations were
often atrocious. When underpaid workers
at a plantation on Colombia’s Caribbean
coast struck for better working conditions
in 1928, they were gunned down by
Colombian troops probably called in at the

And of course these juicy, succulent

behest of the United Fruit Company.

treasures quickly became associated, not
only with the tropics, but also with the
sexual allure travellers projected onto
women in the torrid zone. Women and
tropical fruits merged into one delightful
commodity in the overheated imagination
of the US journalist, Carleton Beals, as he
travelled through Costa Rica in the 1930s.
“And

The novelist Gabriel García Márquez
immortalised this tragedy in a memorable
scene in his One Hundred Years of Solitude.

which the government, locked in a struggle
with the guerrilla movement that
inevitably arose in response, engaged in
what many scholars have described as
genocide against the Maya population.
Today, bananas are so commonplace that
they scarcely conjure up the delight they
once inspired in the travel-fatigued Ilarione
da Bergamo and weary postwar cinema
goers. Since 10 April 2018 marked the 385th
anniversary of the day in 1633 when
bananas were displayed for the first time to
Londoners, it’s worth pondering the
complex history behind the everyday
banana.
This article was originally published on

“Look at the mess we’ve got ourselves into,”
one of his characters remarks, “just because
we invited a gringo to eat some bananas”.
Far worse messes were to occur in
Guatemala in 1954, when the United
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