PART 3:

Food and Drink

WRITTEN BY TIM MACKINTOSH-SMITH
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This is the third of the author’s six
collections of eclectic, occasionally
irreverent, excerpts from the vast
treasure-house of Arabic literature.
In each, he samples and comments
thematically, seeking that which is
insightful, prescient or poignant,
as well as the curious, mischievous
or wisely satirical. Like the original
authors, his goal, and ours, is to en-
tertain, educate and enlighten.
—The Editors
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in its references to food and drink as the cuisines of the lands
where the Arabic language is spoken and written. Arabic-
language recipe books reflect that richness over a surprisingly
long period—the oldest dates back to the 10th century. Today’s
food often goes back a long way, too. My usual sug (market-
place) lunch in my adoptive city of Sana‘a, the Yemeni capital, is
the same one that Ibn al-Mujawir wrote of some 800 years ago:

".ARABIC LITERATURE IS AS RICH AND VARIED “Their diet is wheat bread, fenugreek and meat.”

Despite such conservatism, necessity—and occasionally eccen-
tricity—have inspired some people to try more exotic diets. An

early culinary adventurer was the pre-Islamic poet, warrior and
vagabond {@’abbata Sharran)His Arabian take on what the
Australians call “bush tucker” was-to have unexpected conse-

quences. When news of his dem}fght reached his tribe, some
of his fellow-clansmen set off and

Ww/upﬂﬁd P ode to the place where his body lay, meaning to Zf:;;me”mmﬁzdm

5 The feng®” . on a meab take it away for burial. When they reached the spot MW%@% '.é“f

1‘/111)"10/’”’m %JZZMMW they found the body surrounded by the corpses of wild ani- m%%émﬁwm/a@d %p%
! “M’/‘wﬂb a;ma,mfeafmwm alsbitds of prey and vermin that had gnawed at his flesh.... W@WWZ”%@ Wf/afmm

‘ ﬁ”tmm%%w/wﬂzbw' said that the Arabs claimed his flesh was poison- ”ﬁ“lf%j;%adlma’@’%opzd
b langet® i WMWWM‘K ous. He also said, “He lived on a diet d the fat of vipers, ew"% Ve comppy
L P% ALZLL/JW al-Asmat / and the seeds and fruit of the is Clan-used to roast— 74 MMWW
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' At the risk of putting readers off with yet more unappetizing
ext passage concerns another dubious Arabian
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delicacy: locusts. (I can confirm from peksonal experience, how-
ever, that the mnsects are both nutritious aﬁ@ delicious. )
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alz thie n case of any doubt about the permissibility
acquaintance of mine, Qadi Muhammad ibn ‘Ali al-Akwa’, gives  eating them, he goes on to quote a hadith, or Tradition,
three recipes for cooking locusts—Dboiled, grilled and roasted in Prophet Muhammad: j :

i waually RS
4 A large olay "Veg" Indian “ Two sorts of carrion have been made lawful for us to eat, W/Z “ene ,
" baﬂﬂﬂé‘mﬁ’.@fé' & and two things containing bleod: fish and locusts, and ity M@V
Standoolh liver and spleen. et exeaus, ?z:.uc'
He then tells an anecdote: o Cetetoy, '
A ey ‘ W%Mmo/d&”@/ a
y teacher, ‘Ali ibn Yahya ‘Agabat, told me that when\ 40
{ m he moved to Cairo in the early *30’s he married an @/330
1 1 2 : 4 4
Egyptian woman. Nf) sooner had the marriage taken Wg//g// O#éZ% @ the
3 place than a swarm of locusts, bigger than the sort they are used ny &5 @ )
; to in Yemen, appeared and began devastating the local farms. gz @”3@@1/@ beey, i b
; Shaykh ‘Ali began catching locusts, then grilling and eating them. W%d[ﬂ@“e o/&m % :
| When his Egyptian wife saw him doing this, she called for her 4,0/@%/95?%%%@ Lo .
father to come, and told him that she’d “seen the Yemeni eating  day m/a'/:’w%%[ ; "6
l: the locusts.” The experience so put her off her husband that she ran led, .. U we Couty wea‘% y
: The locush i alluding wt/ubt away from him, and it all ended in divorce. @ the é%,/iamze Wy, /zol‘éozy ,,
; nle abaunit law Many verses have been composed about locusts, but all | can ée/zea% bur ‘Zé?Ve Ok e canth
3 'WZ% (humart) tnavel recall at the moment is this one: beuszy, « /%e”ggm O/M;W
- T aZZowed to wk/@,o/wd‘w— e A swarm of locusts came and landed on my crops— e Pm co”la/z @itipy,,
fuom @ WM ot OW%“ : “Be off! You'll eat me out of house and home!” | said. .m/zm Z)We%dez/_
WW/L to lkeep them §° Then one climbed up an ear of corn and lectured me; ,@g,,m 0/&02';3%@20
hut no More: “We’re on a journey, so we’re due our daily bread!” 0ain of , % e
Staying in Egypt for our main course, but turning to more 12th century by t i physician ‘Abd al-Latif al-Baghdadi>_
conventional food, here is a recipe for what may be the ultimate Among their unusual dishes is the@The recipe is as . y
pie. It comes from an account of the country written in the late follows:
bi bish M
Raghil & usnatly @ v o ake thirty Baéhdadi pounds of white flour and knead ;m%,z v e
—/wmg& of hnead. /"w_ 'mo it with five and a half pints of sesame oil, using the % 46¢%[Wﬁ/€2 S '
P bod mone ense w V”::Z same method you would use to knead the dough for o %:w%,z%cjj/j :
the ,,w,/aMeW lo cone: Divide the dough in two, and use half of it to line W % g, 53
nd has a copper tray. The tray should be of the correct type, roughly the o, W‘t/w% m
The welg/bt of the po atace four spans i nd provided with stout handles. Next, /Z@ZZ:/% Fen
vanied ovel time p take three whole foast lambs stuffed with a mixture consisting é”’mz//m? m;%e O/%e/fzou‘

of minced meat fried in sesame oil, pounded pistachios and aro- évez Wity 7, W o/me
<matic hot spices/ (pepper, ginger, cinnamon, mastic, coriander  “ezds, of s 4 Mzz/z,_r >
seed, cumin, calfdamom, nutmeg and other similar spices may % "”’é‘@/ze, g%ﬁ
. be used). Arrange the lambs on the dough base, and sprinkle them %2 mo%%z /O%wo,y
name for & with rosewater jh which musk has been infused. Then take 20 chick- %%, /rz% 4 e %%o,u &
_ W with W‘w ens, 20 pullets/and 50 small fowl, some of them roasted and stuffed %@ﬂ/m,%g % Y Ueuy Clatyy
2 of WM then W with eggs, otfiers stuffed with meat, and the rest stewed in the juice Uraced vh
| of sour grapes, lemons or similar. Place the birds on top of the lambs m/fy A Ao 2 ;‘”MM ;
b iot” i the and in the/spaces in between them. Next, scatter on top of the pile %a& % oxy & ¥
Wd by Graeeo™  samosa and small round pasties, some filled with meat and others rlilleg/ Chour Whitey Clday.
sense emﬂ&’ o which with sugar and sweetmeats. If at this stage you wish to add another IR
L comedtibles @ lamby carved into slices, and some fried cheese, feel free to do so.
classifie it

y W on MO hen all these ingredients have been neatly piled up in the
hot "’L_ GZL WW oé a ape of a dome, sprinkle them with rosewater in which musk
M”AMt. o to the eadtellt and aloes-wood have been infused. Now take the other half of the

W negiott dough, stretch it out into the form of a disc, and use it to cover the
M piled-up ingredients. Seal the edges of the upper and lower halves
A melet. of the dough casing, as one does with khashkunan, ensuring that

- about thiee W ’ the seal is absolutely airtight. The tray should then be placed on
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Staying in the 11th century and returning to Egypt—but atthe hun-  Tahir al-Muqaddasi, a native of Jerusalem, reminiscing about his

gry end of the culinary scale—here is the scholar Muhammad ibn days as a penniless student:
fres an isband, & stayed ifor a period, pursuing my studies.... While
lake sevel kilometens | was there | fell on hard times, and the day came when |
43 mi) southiwest of Potl had nothing but a single dirham to my name. Now, that
ﬂo ' day | needed bread and | needed writing-paper, and | couldn’t
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%MMWM When it hasremove the tray
%”/&WWM from the tannur, wipe the pie withra sponge then sprinkle it with
é {o remove musk-infused rosewater. It is now ready to serve.
wzﬂlﬂ?w‘ma%9 This is a fitting dish for royalty and lovers of luxury, and may
e conveniently accompany them to their distant hunting-grounds
and remote picnic-spots. It is a varied banquet in itself, easy to
transport and hard to spoil, splendid in appearance and a plea-
sure to experience, and it keeps hot for long periods.
As for the common people of Egypt, they seldom know any-
3 thing of such dishes.
A century earlier, high-end dining in the Syrian capital held al-Arabi. The later scholar of all things Andalusian, al-Magqgqari,
a surprise for the Spanish judge and traveler Abu Bakr ibn wrote that

AR A s ‘f""“"i?_‘“ﬂwﬁﬂ'_’nﬁ--‘ -"-":?-I'I_,';.'_‘-"':-‘
top of the tannur until the dough becomes firm and begins to
cook through. ‘At this point, the attached handles should be used
to lower the tray gradually into the tannur. This needs to be done
slowly andhatiently, allowing the pa to become fully cooked.
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his travel book includes several extraordinary anecdotes. In T
one of these, he tells how in Damascus he entered the house /0%0

of a prominent citizen and saw a stream flowing into it, pass- &%ﬂ%%@fd-

ing by the place where they were sitting, and then flowing out Jriots € ditdtyy-, o

again in the other direction. “l only understood the reason for eg M/’Z/fzaéa / ey

this,” he says, “when tables loaded with food began to appear, M ”’?deedd% e
floating toward us on the stream. The servants took them out WOJO/@&O{QMQ&WM v
of the water and placed them before us. When we had fin- W% ing dossopy - 4

ished eating, they put the used crockery and other things in Huedts—y,, &’%%
the outward-flowing part of the stream, and the water carried ;
them away to the women’s quarters without the servants hav- 0/44%/%,
ing to go anywhere near them.”

decide which to spend my dirham on: If | bought bread, I'd
have no paper, and if | bought paper, I'd have no bread. |
remained in this quandary for three days and nights, during

m“’;z W /3"(/@ m which | ate nothing. On the morning of the fourth day, | said
Ma/m/rlmﬂd ihne to myself, “Even if | did get hold of some paper today, I'm so S
Wwe&t#’ Mo& the weak from hunger that | wouldn’t be able to write anything.” j

collectiont MK)Z%W So | went out to buy bread, putting the :
A;’%"&W took him J—and | swallowed it. When this happer)ed‘,( [ go) = gigg e?s:; An ?*Me 4% 11, :
saatenn nar ust_ then, a man came up to.me and said, _What s so funny /zoc‘%/,w?mw 2oy~

MWM | said, “Oh, nothing.” He insisted on knowing, but | wouldn’t Pledsupe oy d?"/ﬂ%l&'/zy \

: : T e Rt gy domeone %

tell him. Finally he swore he’d divorce his wife if | didn’t come ; -i

clean. So | told him what had happened, and he took me by |

the hand, led me to his house and promised he’d see me fed. : f

{

The disappearing dirham turned out to be a good investment, for every village they will shower you with your daily bread.” gt E

at this point in the story the call to prayer sounds, the two men Back now to conspicuous consumption. Planning her pilgrim-

- go to the mosque, bump into a philanthropic local magnate—and age to Makkah in the 1320’s, Tughay Khatun, favorite wife of S

P Muhammad ibn Tahir ends up with a stipend of 30 dirhams a day!  the Mamluk sultan al-Nasir, decided she couldn’t do without her ated
As the later traveler Ibn Jubayr assured wandering scholars, “in comfort food. So the official in charge of logistics
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To round off her mobile lunches (for, as an old Arabic proverb
says, “On lunch and a pudding, you can raise a high building”), the

Thowordmay e g

0& Whose inmost parts conceal ri

As lovely as the rising sun,

~ [ But perhaps the overdose of fried cheese and greens (not to men-
tion the rest of this motley banquet from my bookshelves) is bet-
ter followed by a digestive beverage. Tea, though it wasn’t to
.become widespread in the Arab world until long after Tughay

has a monopoly on a plant wh

It is leafier than alfalfa

Then again, to quote the concluding decision on a whimsical lit-
~erary sparring-match, The Cheering and Consoling Tale of a
Disputation Between Coffee and Tea, “Coffee is the sultan of the
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= S Glven that the author, wad & Hadrami
 Wmad ibn Abdatlat Banakat, d.
1929). the decision. i sing—the
fpegple of Hadamawt ane famo
fond of tea, and few foudelolits lack
@ welt-used samovar.
“Treasure,” as a homelier folk-song puts it, “on a tree.”
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They ripen on the
Among the green,

Even, the bedt effonts at translation often
However, te
this senied, Tonj

ab-Kunwey, makes up for
when i becomed lhe
T nglish word,
lo an detving in an office
Jull title echoes lbn al- Arabid -/3th-
of poerms. Tarjuman ab-Ashwaq (Intenpreter oy

provided her with fresh greens growing in earthenware con-
tainers carried on the backs of camels. He also brought dairy
cows, and these stayed with her for the whole journey so that
she could have fresh milk and a supply of cheese.

But al-Magrizi, the historian who recorded the anecdote, was unimpressed by the sultana’s food-to-go:
he had fried cheese every single day, for lunch and
dinner—and what more can one say about someone

whose daily diet is greens and cheese, the two vilest_
things one can eat? What, pray, might the consequences be?

mgﬂmgo& You sweetie-pie with yellow cheek,

| fear your outlook may be bleak—
Your jaundiced look suggests unease.
Quite right, too, for your yellow face,

mountains of southern Arabia?
ow fine they look, these coffee beans, when first
We see bright beads of coral interspersed.

entail some lodd.
ing sound of, the oniginal Anabic title of

but less euphonioud English “Interpreter of Theasuned.”
) id the hoot of the £

cheese-loving sultana might have enjoyed mujabbanah, a type of cheese-

filled confection lovingly described by a Spanish contemporary of hers:

pe cheese,

Is doomed to set, and set apace—
Deep in the darkness of my tum!

Khatun’s time, was mentioned in an Arabic book 700 years
before its first appearance in European works. According to
Sulayman the Merchant in his mid-ninth-century Accounts of
China and India, the ruler of China

ich they drink with hot water. It

is sold in every city, and huge sums are spent on it. It is called

and a little more aromatic, and

there is a bitterness to it. They boil water, then sprinkle it on,
and it serves them as an antidote to all ailments.

drinking-places, tea its prince and deputy.” So what better way
to end than with a verse on Coffea arabica, from its home in the

Quotsy ,,,
leafy bough! Red hung “hour

as if, with emeralds strung,
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Tim Mackintosh-Smith (tim@mackin-
tosh-smith.com) recently appeared in
Newsweek's list of the top dozen travel
writers of the last 100 years. Following
/1 his award-winning trilogy of travels in the
footsteps of Ibn Battutah, he is working
whioh on a history, a thriller set in 14th-century Spain and :
o the translation from Arabic of an early collection of :

g travelers’ accounts from around the Indian Ocean.
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Soraya Syed (www.artofthepen.com)'is a
calligrapher and graphic designer in London.



