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‘Wherever it has been introduced it has spelled revolution. It has been the world’s most radical drink in that its function has always been to make people think.’


William Ukers, All About Coffee, 1922









Introduction


Coffee – the world’s favourite beverage. We drink around 2 billion cups of the stuff a day around the globe: at home; in down-at-heel cafés; in hipster coffee shops; in plush hotels and restaurants after meals; on trains and planes; and, hurriedly, without spilling it, on our way to meetings or work. It has become a modern phenomenon, our high streets lined by branches of the customary global and national brands as well as the one-offs, the independents, often run by coffee connoisseurs, catering for true coffee aficionados who are hungry for knowledge about the origins of the coffee bean that was picked, roasted, ground and brewed to give them a few minutes of pleasure or repose in a busy day.


Coffee started off as a rumour, part of a tale spun by travellers returning from the East, often merchants bringing back goods that were new and exciting – spices and silks, perhaps – who also spoke of this dark, reviving beverage that the people of those parts seemed to set such store by. The merchants remarked on how coffee invigorated them, how it kept them awake when sleep was inconveniently beckoning and how it was the conduit for good conversation and relaxation and escape from the cares of the long, hot day.


When it came to Europe and America, it was embraced and gave birth to the coffee shop. The coffee shop was about more than just drinking coffee and whatever else was on offer. It became a place where men – and it was men, because women were not welcome unless they were serving behind the counter – could transact business and, as the great seventeenth century diarist, Samuel Pepys, found in London, meet the right sort of people. There was no finer place for effective seventeenth century networking than Garraway’s Coffee House or the Rainbow Coffee House in the City of London. Fortunes could be made and careers advanced over a cup of coffee, purchased for just a couple of pennies. Indeed, in both London and in the American colonies, coffee houses became serious places of business. Lloyd’s of London developed in Edward Lloyd’s Coffee House, the London Stock Exchange grew out of Jonathan’s Coffee House, and in Merchants’ coffee house, New York, the city’s first financial institution, the Bank of New York, was created. Coffee houses were home to auctions, the sale of stocks and shares, and hubs of information about shipping and companies, as well as the latest gossip and intrigue about the royal court.


Momentous events were celebrated over cups of coffee in coffee houses but they were also created in them. In America, coffee houses were hotbeds of dissent in the eighteenth century, argument and discontent hanging in the smoky air. One of the most celebrated coffee-house taverns, the Green Dragon on Union Street in Boston became known as the ‘headquarters of the Revolution’, a meeting place for revolutionary generals itching to throw the British out of the 13 colonies, and Boston Tea Party conspirators planning their infamous action. Often the different loyalties of the clientele of coffee houses spilled over into outright violence. Debate over coffee stirred great emotions.


In France, too, the men behind the French Revolution aired their views over coffee and, indeed, the first act of the French Revolution, a stirring anti-government oration by the young journalist, Camille Desmoulins, took place outside Café Foy in Paris. In London, too, radicals and rebels intrigued and plotted in coffee houses to such an extent that Charles II almost closed them all down.


But coffee houses were also cultured places and still are. In Paris, the Impressionists would meet and complain in the café about their lack of sales and the disparagement of their art by critics. Writers, too, enjoyed the ambience of the coffee house and the bitter flavour of the dark drink.


Coffee also has a dark history, of course, and the slavery and exploitation that made fortunes for far too many can, and should, never be forgotten. The drink we have today is the result of a huge amount of suffering and loss of life. Wives were separated from husbands and children were ripped from the arms of their mothers in pursuit of the great wealth that coffee could bring. The fact that such exploitation still exists in parts of the world is reason enough for people to start questioning where their coffee comes from, as many who are eager participants in coffee’s third wave do.


A Short History of Coffee investigates the legends and myths, the places, and the interesting and often eccentric characters who have helped to make coffee a staple of our daily lives. The book investigates coffee’s origins in Ethiopia and Yemen and its spread through the Middle East before it was brought to Europe by intrepid travellers and merchants. As coffee became increasingly popular, coffee shops began to proliferate on the high streets and in the squares of towns and cities across Europe, creating new and exciting hubs of commerce, news and debate, where deals could be done and revolution could be incited. The book follows the development of this phenomenon and its growth in popularity through to the twenty first century explosion of coffee shop culture. It lifts the recyclable lid on the business as well as the pleasure of coffee. In the process, we learn that the story of our favourite drink is a frothy brew of business, politics, money and intrigue.









‘A young goatherd named Kaldi noticed one day that his goats, whose deportment up to that time had been irreproachable, were abandoning themselves to the most extravagant prancings. The venerable buck, ordinarily so dignified and solemn, bounded about like a young kid. Kaldi attributed this foolish gaiety to certain fruits of which the goats had been eating with delight. The story goes that the poor fellow had a heavy heart; and in the hope of cheering himself up a little, he thought he would pick and eat of the fruit. The experiment succeeded marvelously. He forgot his troubles and became the happiest herder in happy Arabia. When the goats danced, he gaily made himself one of the party, and entered into their fun with admirable spirit.


One day, a monk chanced to pass by and stopped in surprise to find a ball going on. A score of goats were executing lively pirouettes like a ladies’ chain, while the buck solemnly balancé-ed , and the herder went through the figures of an eccentric pastoral dance. The astonished monk inquired the cause of this saltatorial madness; and Kaldi told him of his precious discovery. Now, this poor monk had a great sorrow; he always went to sleep in the middle of his prayers; and he reasoned that Mohammed without doubt was revealing this marvelous fruit to him to overcome his sleepiness.’


French version of the legend of Kaldi









‘Coffee joins men, born for society, in a more perfect union; protestations are more sincere in being made at a time when the mind is not clouded with fumes and vapors, and therefore not easily forgotten, which too frequently happens when made over a bottle.’


Antoine Galland (1646-1715), French archaeologist and translator of The Arabian Nights
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Origins


Ethiopia and a Boy and His Goats


The coffee plant has its origins in Abyssinia and Arabia, initially growing wild there, but its cultivation spread throughout the tropics. But at what point in distant history did it start its journey towards being a vital part of our daily routine? And how did it begin that journey? Was it a food to begin with or, perhaps, an infusion? Maybe it started out as a brew, or a medicine. Perhaps it was all of these at the same time.


That may all be lost in the mists of time, but what we do know is that coffee came from the area in which the bones of the earliest hominids have been discovered, although it cannot be confirmed that its lineage stretches back to that time around four-and-a-half million years ago when Ardipithecus ramidus was walking the earth. The birthplace of Coffea arabica – the coffee shrub – was, as with the earliest hominid, in the isolated and beautiful Harenna Forest in the imposing Bale Mountains which rise up about 100 kilometres to the southeast of the capital of modern-day Ethiopia. The baboons of the area still enjoy coffee berries and the uplifting effect that they have on their state of mind.	


The drink with which we are so familiar did not develop immediately and, in fact, it was probably many thousands of years before it appeared. Coffee berries were probably used for medicinal purposes to begin with, giving energy to the nomadic peoples of Ethiopia and Arabia who would often have to endure long and arduous journeys in their search for new pastures for their sheep and goats. The restorative powers of coffee berries were more likely to have been discovered by those who had an interest in plants and herbs. Thus, healers, shamans and herbalists experimented and discovered which particular qualities could be derived from individual plants and herbs. There is evidence that the coffee berry was pounded into a pulp, sometimes after being roasted, but not always. It was then mixed with fat to be used as an energising spread that was eaten on bread of some kind. The coffee berry was used in this manner for thousands of years in the highlands of Ethiopia. But, leaves and berries were also brewed with hot water to make a weak tea. The sweet beverage qisr – now known as kisher – was made using the husks of the coffee berry, lightly roasted. The pulp was even sometimes fermented to make a kind of wine.


However, it was still some way from the invigorating drink that we know and love today.


The Rapid Spread of Coffee


The first mention of coffee in print appears in the writings of the Persian polymath and physician, Abū Bakr Muhammad ibn Zakariyya al-Razi (854-925 AD), known to the West as Rhazes. In his writings, he mentions a drink called bunchum, describing it as ‘hot and dry and very good for the stomach’. Around 1000 AD, another Arab physician, Abu Ali Sina (980-1037), known in the West as Avicenna, also wrote about bunchum:


As to the choice thereof, that of a lemon color, light, and of a good smell, is the best; the white and the heavy is naught. It is hot and dry in the first degree, and, according to others, cold in the first degree. It fortifies the members, it cleans the skin, and dries up the humidities that are under it, and gives an excellent smell to all the body.


Of course, the beverage about which these two men were writing was far from the coffee with which we are familiar. Nonetheless, its spread from Ethiopia was rapid, as it was carried across the Red Sea by Arab traders. Soon, the Arabs were enjoying the pleasures of coffee. There is even a legend that says that the Prophet Muhammad claimed that after drinking coffee he could ‘unhorse forty men and possess forty women’.


The Ethiopians established coffee plantations in Yemen when they conquered and ruled that country for 50 years in the sixth century and they called the drink that was produced qahwa. This is the Arabic word for ‘a brew’ and the English word coffee is derived from it. In fact, the word ‘coffee’ entered the English language in 1582, taken from the Dutch koffie. This, in turn, comes from the Ottoman Turkish kahve which is itself derived from qahwa. Qahwa may, in fact, be a reference to the use of coffee as an appetite suppressant, the Arabic word qahiya meaning ‘to lack hunger’. The Arabic root, qhh, means ‘dark colour’ and qahwah, the feminine form of qahwa, also meant ‘wine’, a drink dark in colour.


The first reliable date for a written reference to coffee is 1454. The mufti of Aden, Muhammad Ibn Said Al Dhabhani, was an importer of goods from Ethiopia to Yemen, and first became acquainted with the drink on a journey through Abyssinia. When he returned home to Aden, he fell ill. He remembered the dark bitter beverage he had seen being drunk in Abyssinia and wondered whether it might improve his health. He asked for some to be sent to him and it did, indeed, lead to an improvement in his wellbeing. But not only did it improve his health, he also realised that it helped to stave off sleep. Therefore, he gave his approval to its use by the religious personages known as the dervishes, believing that it would give them the energy to ‘spend the night in prayers or other religious exercises with more attention and presence of mind’.


This recommendation by a revered figure such as the mufti, who was well-known for his knowledge of science and religious matters, turned coffee into a hugely fashionable drink in Yemen and from there it spread to other countries. It was adopted by lawyers, students and those who worked or travelled at night and required something to keep them going through the dark hours. Coffee overtook another popular drink, khat or cat, which was brewed using the leaves of a plant of the same name.


By the end of the fifteenth century, the cultivation of coffee had spread from Yemen to Mecca and Medina where it was used, as in the case of the dervishes, for religious purposes. By 1510, the dervishes in Cairo were drinking it to stay awake. It was served in a large red earthenware jar and the head dervish dispensed it to his monks in a small bowl which he filled from the jar. While drinking, they recited their prayers. When it had made its circuit of the dervishes, it was passed to the members of the congregation. Thus, coffee assumed a religious role, every religious ceremony or festival featuring the drinking of the beverage. But it also moved beyond the bounds of religious ritual. The people of Mecca began drinking it purely for pleasure in kahve kanes, the earliest coffee houses. They drank it while they played chess and other games, debated the politics of the day or danced and sang and played music. Some saw this behaviour as scandalous. Devout Muslims, especially, found the behaviour in coffee houses outrageous. Nonetheless, it spread through the Islamic world, to Persia, Turkey, Egypt and across North Africa.


As it grew in popularity throughout the sixteenth century, however, it began to make enemies who were disdainful of the enjoyment people were deriving from frequenting coffee houses, where, according to reports, there was gambling and even sexual shenanigans. But, coffee houses were also places where people could express their feelings about those in power. One night in 1511, as he was leaving the mosque, the governor of Mecca, a strict disciplinarian named Hayir Bey (died 1522), saw a group of men drinking in a corner. They were making preparations for a night of prayer. He thought, at first, that they must be drinking wine, but was told that it was actually coffee. Informed that everyone in the city drank coffee, he carried out an investigation and concluded that this drink needed to be suppressed. He called his religious, medical and legal advisers to a meeting and explained what he had seen at the mosque. He explained about coffee houses, that many indulgences took place in them. Musical instruments were played, people danced and games were played for money, all contrary to the holy law. Some of the assembled dignitaries defended the beverage but eventually the other side held sway and an edict was drawn up banning coffee. It was dispatched to the sultan in Cairo. It stated that the coffee houses of Mecca were to be closed forthwith and the sale and drinking of coffee, either in public or private, was forbidden. Coffee stored in warehouses in the city was burned. Of course, the edict was hugely unpopular given that, by this time, many people could not do without their coffee fix. There was outspoken opposition to the ban and many were outraged by what they saw as an ill-informed and unfair decision. The ban was breached by many in private. It was pointed out that the mufti, a personage whose opinion usually carried a great deal of weight in an Arab community, had spoken in favour of the beverage. Nonetheless, punishments for breaches were carried out, and one man was led through the streets of the city astride an ass after he had been severely beaten.


All did not go well with the edict, however. The Ottoman Turkish Sultan Suleiman I (r. 1520-1566) expressed his disapproval of what he saw as the ‘indiscreet zeal’ of the governor of Mecca and his advisers, and persuaded Grand Mufti Mehmet Ebussuud el-imadi (1490-1574) to issue a fatwa rescinding the ban on coffee and coffee shops. The governor of Mecca was reprimanded by the sultan for his action in banning something which was perfectly acceptable in Cairo and the prohibition was immediately lifted. Those who enjoyed coffee might have seen some justice in the eventual fate of the governor who was convicted of being an extortionist and thief and tortured to death.


The sixteenth century saw further bans on coffee. In Mecca, again, in 1524, the kadi – a type of judge who presides over matters of Islamic law – closed down all the coffee houses, but on this occasion his ban did not extend to drinking at home in private. No sooner had his successor as kadi been appointed than they were all opened up again.


Coffee in Ottoman Turkey


Coffee arrived in Constantinople in 1517, introduced by Sultan Selim I (r. 1512-1520) after he had conquered Egypt. Some 13 years later, it had arrived in Damascus, capital of Syria, and the inhabitants of Aleppo were drinking it by around 1532. In 1534, opposition to the consumption of coffee once again manifested itself when a preacher in a Cairo mosque announced to listeners that those who drank coffee were not true followers of Muhammad. This immediately caused a riot, worshippers attacking a coffee house and burning it to the ground. Cairo was now split into two opposing camps – those who saw no harm in drinking coffee and those who insisted that its consumption was contrary to Islamic law. The city’s chief justice searched for a solution, summoning medical advisers who told him that this matter had been examined previously and that the verdict had been in coffee’s favour. They advised him that he should put a stop to the zeal of the bigots and unsubstantiated pronouncements by preachers. He complied, and ordered coffee to be served to everyone at the meeting, thus calming the situation.


In Constantinople, capital of the Ottoman Empire, there were also problems when coffee was first introduced. It was greeted with political intrigue, religious disapproval and unnecessary interference by civil authorities. None of this inhibited the drink’s progress there, however, and Constantinople’s coffee houses attained legendary status. Even though the drink had been consumed in the city since 1517, its first coffee houses did not open until 1554. The first proprietors were two Syrians – one named Schemsi who was from Damascus and another named Hekem, who was from Aleppo. Their establishments were both located in the Taktacalah quarter, and were similar in décor, with sofas and couches for customers to laze on. Soon there were numerous coffee houses in Constantinople and coffee became popular with all classes. The sultan even had officials – kahvedjibachi – to prepare and serve his coffee. As they became increasingly popular places to spend time in, the kahve kanes, as they were called, became even more sumptuous in both décor and furnishings. Lush carpets and various lavish entertainments awaited the coffee aficionado. Business was also transacted within their walls. Coffee houses welcomed lawyers, court officials, officials from the provinces on visits to the capital, teachers and professors. Merchants and travellers from all corners of the known world came to enjoy the delights of the kahve kane.


Their popularity led once more to persecution, however. Around 1570, Muslim religious leaders started to protest about coffee, principally because the coffee houses were full while their mosques were empty. Some went as far as to insist that it was more sinful to go to a coffee house than to a tavern selling alcohol. They claimed – perhaps wrongly, if the earlier story is to be believed – that Muhammad had not known coffee and it must, therefore, be a sin for his followers to drink it. The mufti, already an opponent of the beverage, found a useful loophole that gave him cause to close down the coffee houses. He pointed out that coffee was burned and ground to a charcoal-like substance before it was made into a drink and charcoal was, according to the Koran, an unsanitary foodstuff. As had happened elsewhere, however, people would not be denied their favourite beverage and coffee continued to be consumed in private. Even in 1580, after Murad III (r. 1574-95) declared coffee should be classed with wine and prohibited in accordance with the law of the Prophet, people persisted with their illicit consumption. In fact, many coffee ‘speakeasies’ opened, in the backs of shops and other secret places where people gathered to drink and debate the weighty matters of the day, or just relax and enjoy themselves. Eventually, a mufti came along who reinstated coffee-drinking.


During the reign of Murad IV (r. 1623-40) coffee lovers once again had their enjoyment curtailed. Fearing unrest during a contentious war with Candia (present-day Crete), the Grand Vizier Köprülü Mehmed Pasha (1583-1661) again ordered the coffee houses to be closed. He believed them to be breeding grounds for sedition and gathering places for opponents of the government. The vizier was something of a dictator and ruthlessly enforced his ban, with severe punishment for breaching it. A first offence resulted in a serious beating. A second breach resulted in the offender being sewn into a leather bag and thrown into the Bosporus to drown. Even with such harsh penalties, however, people would not be stopped, and they persisted with their clandestine coffee consumption. They carried on partly because caffeine is, of course, in the minds of some experts, at least, addictive, although unlike many other addictions, it does not come with ill effects. It is also a stimulant, of both the body and the intellect. But, importantly, it is also a social enabler and the environments in which it was drunk back then – coffee houses – provided opportunities for business to be conducted, poetry to be recited and written, as well as for entertainment and debate. Interestingly, the vizier did not close the city’s taverns, perhaps not quite concurring with what Antoine Galland (1646-1715), French archaeologist and translator of The Arabian Nights said:


Coffee joins men, born for society, in a more perfect union; protestations are more sincere in being made at a time when the mind is not clouded with fumes and vapors, and therefore not easily forgotten, which too frequently happens when made over a bottle.


When the crisis was over, and he no longer saw the coffee houses as a threat to his government, the vizier relented and, to the great joy of the inhabitants of the city, allowed them to re-open. Thereafter, coffee became so important to life and culture in Turkey that the lack of sufficient supplies of it in a household provided sufficient grounds for a woman to divorce her husband.


Middle-Eastern Coffee Houses


Some sources have claimed that Persia was the first place to discover coffee as a drink, but it seems a somewhat spurious claim. Nonetheless, as in Ethiopia, coffee has been around there for a very long time, as have coffee houses. Instead of viewing them with suspicion as the ruling elite in Turkey did, however, the Persian ruling faction sought to embrace them. In fact, the wife of ruler, Shah Abbas I (r.1571-1629), was so impressed by the way people gathered in the main coffee house of Isfahan to debate politics and other weighty matters, that she installed a leading religious official there permanently to enlighten coffee drinkers on the finer points of religion, law and history. It was a smart move as it steered all conversation away from the political controversies of the day. Other coffee houses did the same and this enabled the state to control them, preventing them from becoming hotbeds of sedition and unrest.


One German traveller provided a description of these early Middle-Eastern coffee houses:


They are commonly large halls, having their floors spread with mats, and illuminated at night by a multitude of lamps. Being the only theatres for the exercise of profane eloquence, poor scholars attend here to amuse the people. Select portions are read, e.g. the adventures of Rustan Sal, a Persian hero. Some aspire to the praise of invention, and compose tales and fables. They walk up and down as they recite, or assuming oratorial consequence, harangue upon subjects chosen by themselves.


In one coffee house at Damascus an orator was regularly hired to tell his stories at a fixed hour; in other cases, he was more directly dependent upon the taste of his hearers, as at the conclusion of his discourse, whether it had consisted of literary topics or of loose and idle tales, he looked to the audience for a voluntary contribution.


In other coffee houses, there might be dancers and people reciting the fantastic tales of The Arabian Nights.


For centuries, the beverage retained religious connotations, even as it became more secularised and people increasingly drank it purely for pleasure and leisure. It was drunk at least several times a day in houses, no matter the class or financial status of the household and some people are even said to have drunk as many as 20 dishes of coffee a day. Always offered to visitors, it became part of the social rituals of everyday existence. In fact, to refuse a cup of coffee came to be regarded as a great insult.


The Turks continued to take their consumption of the beverage to extremes. In the larger houses of the wealthy ruling elite there were servants whose sole responsibility was making coffee. The servant in charge of such employees was the Kavveghi – the Steward of the Coffee. In a harem, or a seraglio, there would be a number of such men and they could have as many as 50 others under them. The coffee was served on salvers of silver or painted or varnished wood, holding 15 to 20 silver dishes of coffee, by Itchoglans – special coffee pages.


The Swedish traveller and envoy to the Ottoman Empire, Nicholas Rolamb, in his Relation of a Journey to Constantinople in 1657, describes the important role coffee played in Turkish domestic life:


This [coffee] is a kind of pea that grows in Egypt, which the Turks pound and boil in water, and take it for pleasure instead of brandy, sipping it through the lips boiling hot, persuading themselves that it consumes catarrhs, and prevents the rising of vapours out of the stomach into the head. The drinking of this coffee and smoking tobacco (for tho’ the use of tobacco is forbidden on pain of death, yet it is used in Constantinople more than anywhere by men as well as women, tho’ secretly) makes up all the pastime among the Turks, and is the only thing they treat one another with; for which reason all people of distinction have a particular room next their own, built on purpose for it, where there stands a jar of coffee continually boiling.


Early European Encounters with Coffee


In 1582, the German physician and botanist, Leonhard Rauwolf (1535-96), was the first European to mention coffee. Rauwolf’s travels are described in Chapter 2 of this book.


Edward Pococke (1604-91) was an English Orientalist, Church of England priest and biblical scholar who sailed for Aleppo in 1630 as chaplain to an English merchant. There, he studied Arabic and collected many significant manuscripts. He furthered his studies and collected more books and manuscripts in Constantinople several years later. He will have encountered coffee in these places but also found references to it in the writings he brought back to England. Coffee is described rather alarmingly, for example, in his 1659 translation, The Nature of the Drink Kauhi, or Coffee, and the Berry of which it is Made, Described by an Arabian Phisitian:


Bun is a plant in Yaman [Yemen], which is planted in Adar, and groweth up and is gathered in Ab. It is about a cubit high, on a stalk about the thickness of one’s thumb. It flowers white, leaving a berry like a small nut, but that sometimes it is broad like a bean; and when it is peeled, parteth in two. The best of it is that which is weighty and yellow; the worst, that which is black. It is hot in the first degree, dry in the second: it is usually reported to be cold and dry, but it is not so; for it is bitter, and whatsoever is bitter is hot. It may be that the scorce is hot, and the Bun it selfe either of equall temperature, or cold in the first degree.


That which makes for its coldnesse is its stipticknesse. In summer it is by experience found to conduce to the drying of rheumes, and flegmatick coughes and distillations, and the opening of obstructions, and the provocation of urin. It is now known by the name of Kohwah. When it is dried and thoroughly boyled, it allayes the ebullition of the blood, is good against the small poxe and measles, the bloudy pimples; yet causeth vertiginous headheach, and maketh lean much, occasioneth waking, and the Emrods, and asswageth lust, and sometimes breeds melancholly.


He that would drink it for livelinesse sake, and to discusse slothfulnesse, and the other properties that we have mentioned, let him use much sweat meates with it, and oyle of pistaccioes, and butter. Some drink it with milk, but it is an error, and such as may bring in danger of the leprosy.


Coffee does not appear in Ancient Greek or Roman writings although the Italian composer and author, Pietro della Valle (1586-1652), reckoned that when Homer wrote about the nepenthe that Helen took with her out of Egypt to assuage her sorrow, he was actually referring to coffee mixed with wine. This claim is disputed, however. A number of British authors have suggested that the ‘black broth’ of the Lacedaemonians (Spartans) was, in fact, coffee. The German theologian Georg Pasch (1661-1707) wrote in his 1700 Latin treatise, New Discoveries Made since the Time of the Ancients, that in the Bible, 1 Samuel, xxv, 18, the five measures of parched corn that were amongst the presents that King David was given by his wife Abigail in order to assuage his anger were actually coffee.


The Swiss-French Protestant minister and political writer Pierre Étienne Louis Dumont (1759-1829) claimed that it was coffee and not lentils that was the ‘red pottage’ for which Esau sold his birthright. He also proposed that the parched grain Boaz ordered to be given to Ruth in the Old Testament was roasted coffee berries.


Legends and Myths


Several Islamic legends claim that Muslims were the first to use coffee as a beverage. One tells how, around 1258, a certain Omar, a disciple of the legendary founder of the Yemeni town of Mocha, Sheik Abul Hasan ash-Shadhili (1196-1258), stumbled upon coffee at Ousab (now Wusab) in Arabia, after he was sent into exile there as punishment for his moral failings. The Sheik and his followers were starving but they gorged upon the berries of nearby coffee plants. The berries were bitter, so in order to make them taste better, they boiled them in water and they were revived by the drink. In Ousab, Omar who was a physician and a priest, treated patients successfully with this beverage. Stories of the curative powers of the drink produced from the berries reached Mocha and led to an invitation to return to the city in triumph. The governor even built him and his followers a monastery. There are, in fact, many versions of this legend. One relates that:


The dervish Hadji Omar was driven by his enemies out of Mocha into the desert, where they expected he would die of starvation. This undoubtedly would have occurred if he had not plucked up courage to taste some strange berries which he found growing on a shrub. While they seemed to be edible, they were very bitter; and he tried to improve the taste by roasting them. He found, however, that they had become very hard, so he attempted to soften them with water. The berries seemed to remain as hard as before, but the liquid turned brown, and Omar drank it on the chance that it contained some of the nourishment from the berries. He was amazed at how it refreshed him, enlivened his sluggishness, and raised his drooping spirits. Later, when he returned to Mocha, his salvation was considered a miracle. The beverage to which it was due sprang into high favour, and Omar himself was made a saint.


One of the most famous of the legends surrounding the origin of coffee features a young goatherd named Kaldi. The tale of Kaldi has been told not just in Ethiopia but also in Egypt, Turkey, Syria, Iraq, Iran and Yemen. The tale varies slightly from country to country but it basically recounts how a young goatherd, Kaldi, complained to the abbot of a nearby monastery that the goats he was looking after became very frisky after nibbling on the berries of shrubs close to their pastures. Curious, the abbot decided to try some of the berries himself. He also found himself energised by them and, as a result, ordered that some be boiled and that the resulting beverage be drunk by his monks who had been finding it difficult to stay awake during services in the middle of the night. To his delight, he discovered that the drink helped them to get through their midnight rituals. News of the restorative powers of these miraculous berries rapidly spread and soon everyone wanted them.


There is also a legend that Muhammad was given the secret of coffee by the angel Gabriel, as suggested by a passage in the Koran: ‘They shall be given to drink an excellent wine; its seal is that of the musk’. It is unlikely, however, that coffee was known at that time, or that the ancients or those living in biblical times knew of it. Rhazes was working 200 years after Muhammad’s death and there is no evidence of coffee before his time. Tea, on the other hand, has a longer provenance, pre-dating the Christian era. In 793, for instance, during the Tang dynasty in China, tea was cultivated and taxes are recorded as being levied on it. It was certainly known to Arab traders during the following century.









‘Paris became one vast café. Conversation in France was at its zenith. There were less eloquence and rhetoric than in ‘89. With the exception of Rousseau, there was no orator to cite. The intangible flow of wit was as spontaneous as possible. For this sparkling outburst there is no doubt that honour should be ascribed in part to the auspicious revolution of the times, to the great event which created new customs, and even modified human temperament – the advent of coffee.’


Jules Michelet (1798-1874), French historian
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