Arabic literature is as rich and varied

in its references to food and drink as the cuisines of the lands
where the Arabic language is spoken and written. Arabiclanguage 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 suq (marketplace) 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:
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“Their diet is wheat bread, fenugreek and meat.”
Despite such conservatism, necessity—and occasionally eccentricity—have inspired some people to try more exotic diets. An
early culinary adventurer was the pre-Islamic poet, warrior and
vagabond Ta’abbata Sharran. His Arabian take on what the
Australians call “bush tucker” was to have unexpected consequences. When news of his death in a fight reached his tribe, some
of his fellow-clansmen set off and

ode to the place where his body lay, meaning to
take it away for burial. When they reached the spot
they found the body surrounded by the corpses of wild animals, birds of prey and vermin that had gnawed at his flesh....
Al-Asma’i said that the Arabs claimed his flesh was poisonous. He also said, “He lived on a diet of ‘ilhiz, the fat of vipers,
and the seeds and fruit of the colocynth. His clan used to roast
vipers, and they asserted that if anyone who lived on such a
diet were to bite a person whose diet was wheat, normal meat
and other kinds of decent food, inflicting a flesh wound with
his teeth, then the person bitten would contract leucoderma
[vitiligo] or leprosy or would die.

At the risk of putting readers off with yet more unappetizing
appetizers, the next passage concerns another dubious Arabian
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delicacy: locusts. (I can confirm from personal experience, however, that the insects are both nutritious and delicious. )
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It’s all in the mind, after all.

Colocynth,
apple, belong also known as Sodom
violent purgatis to the gourd family. A
teaspoonfuls ofve, “even one and a half
been known to the powdered seed has
be
botanical refe fatal,” my Arabian
rence book say
s.

