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Historical and Archaeological Study of Food Culture of the Bedouins

Mutsuo Kawatoko (The Middle Eastern Culture Center in Japan)

We started the study of "Food Culture of the Bedouins" in 2002, so we first attempted
to establish a general outline. The field research for the baking of bread, the principal food,
was done, and at the same time, the literature and historical materials were studied in order
to facilitate the field research.

The Riya/al—”rﬁr area in the southwest part of the Sinai Peninsula was selected as the
focus for our research because the representative of this research had a close relationship
with the Bedouins there.

In general, the diet of the Bedouins in the southwest part of the Sinai Peninsula was
poor. Traditionally, in this area they earned their livings by a nomadic life of breeding
camels, goat and sheep, by providing transportation for the monks, pilgrims and visitors,
and transporting the commodities of the monastery by camel, and by guarding the facilities
of St. Catherine Monastery (including the farms and orchards) and the monks' possessions.
As their sources of income were limited, their foodstuffs and cookery were also limited.
The purpose of this study is to search for the origin of Arab-Islamic cooking in these
economic conditions.

After the Israeli occupation of the Sinai Peninsula in 1967 the roads were paved with
asphalt, and a large quantity of goods and information flowed into the south part of the
Sinai Peninsula. After the return of the peninsula to Egypt in 1982 the development of Sinai
advanced swiftly, and the Egyptian cuisine replaced the Bedouin's cooking and spread to
south Sinai. At present the old people enjoy the various food and cooking style brought
from Egypt, although they now say: "We were healthy in earlier times because food was
scarce, but now we eat so many kinds of food and too much, so that we have become
unhealthy."

In this way the young generation has no experience of eating traditional Bedouin food.
Then we collected information by interviewing old people and started to record their
traditional eating habits. We also tried to bake bread with their instruction. This research
should be completed while the people are still alive who cooked and ate the food of earlier
days before abundant food came from Israel and Egypt.

The Bedouins drank mainly milk and ate dairy products, a small quantity of cereals,
and dates.

Goat's milk is an extremely important source of food. In addition to drink, cheese,
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butter, yogurt, samn (fat from sheep or goat) and dry cheese are made from it. It is rare
that the meat of a domestic animal is eaten. Its consumption is limited to occasions of
festivals or feasts for distinguished guests.

Camel's milk is nutritious and famous as a food of the Arab nomads, but they say that
the people in south Sinai do not use it.

The cereals are barley, millet, wheat and rice. Barley is most frequently eaten. Barley
flour is mixed with millet flour and wheat flour, making this principal food. It was
customary for bread to be made from mixed flour. Rice was carried from Egypt and was
expensive, so that the opportunity to eat it was not common.

Dates were a precious food and the Bedouins ate them by drying them when fresh and
then boiling them. Lentils were also one of the important foods, but other vegetables and
fruit were hardly eaten.

They usually salted the above-mentioned food without further seasoning. In the spring
herbs, such as al-shih, al-jarjir, al-qarir, and al-za ‘tar, grow in the desert. These were
gathered by the Bedouins, dried and ground into powder. They were blended and dugqa, a
kind of seasoning, was made and used for cooking.

In this poor diet, their manners were probably formed. In respect to protocol, for
example they are not allowed to eat before their elders or the main guest starts to eat; they
finish eating quickly the small amount of food while sitting with one knee drawn up, leading
to numbness in the legs, and pass the remaining food to the next group. The relationship

between eating habits and manners should be regarded as an important research subject.



