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Abstract: Throughout history, Arab people of the Levant and Iraq managed to produce safe, wholesome and 

nutritious foods which managed to survive modern- day competition in local and international markets. 

Securing food supplies during the days of scarcity and seasonal shortages of agricultural production was 

achieved by application of such preservation methods as moisture control, brining, heat treatment, sun drying 

and exclusion of oxygen, all of which are testimonials of man's response to the rather harsh environmental 

conditions of the region. Examples of such preserved foods as cereal products, meats, fruits and vegetables, 

dairy products, sweets and confectionery are presented in this review. 
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INTRODUCTION 
The Levant (Syria, Lebanon, Palestine and Jordan) and Iraq is the region between the 

latitudes 28-38°N, most of the region is situated in the heart of the desert belt (i.e.5-35° 
north and south of equator). With the exception of some regions in the Levant which have 

a typical Mediterranean climate, the rest of the region has a continental desert climate that 

is hot- dry in the summer and moderate with little rainfall in the winter. The prevailing arid 

and semiarid conditions imposed serious constraints on plant and animal production. Plant 

products were traditionally produced only in the summer with the exception of citrus fruits 

which were produced in winter (Table 1). Milk, on the other hand, was produced mainly in 

winter and spring as the region depended mainly on sheep and goats due to scarcity of lush 

pastures needed for grazing of cows. This was the case throughout history until the recent 

introduction of modern agricultural techniques, which allowed production of vegetables in 

greenhouses and raisings of cows in confined farms. Preserving crops, in different forms, 

from the times of abundance to the times of scarcity presented a serious challenge to the 

inhabitants of the region. 

The objective of this paper is to document the major ethnic foods of interest to the 

food scientist or sociologist, and the methods followed traditionally by the Arab people of 

the region in their processing and preservation. The work covers only innovative examples 

of preserved foods produced in the region. The majority of these foods are either used in 

the preparation of other ready-to-eat dishes or consumed as such with the common feature 

of being preserved by one of the traditional preservation methods. 

 

METHODOLOGY 

The methodology followed in the preparation of this review article is based on 

observations recorded by the author as in the case of the seasonality of production of the 

various crops (Table 1), or on updated work  published earlier by the author as in case of  

the information on the bread types (Table 4), and by careful examination of recipes and 

production conditions of the different plant and animal foods published in the literature or 
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recorded in real life by the author through on site experience in case of the information 

related to preservation methods (Tables 2&3). 

 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

Following is a discussion of the overall factors whether environmental, social or religious 

that affected food preparation and preservation in the Middle East throughout history.    

Seasonality of Food Production   
Until recently, vegetables were produced in this part of the world only during short periods 

of the year (Table 1). However, the pattern has changed after the introduction of the 

protected agriculture and the use of new hybrid cultivars which allowed farmers to produce 

most vegetables year around. Table 1 shows the seasonal production of the major crops 

and milk until the last quarter of the 20
th

 century. The production times shown in the table 

represent the general pattern in most of the area of concern, but variations can be found 

depending on the cultivar, mode of cultivation (rain- fed or irrigated) and the specific 

region. However, the seasonality of production has been the major factor for the 

development of many preserved ethnic foods which, in turn, depended on adapted local 

preservation methods to make them available during the times of scarcity. Some of these 

foods and preservation methods were characteristic of the region and unique to some of the 

foods produced. 

 

Table 1: Traditional production months of the major fruits, vegetables and milk in the 

Levant and Iraq. 

Product Production time 

Leafy vegetables, cauliflower, cabbage, 

turnips and radish.  

December, January, February and March. 

Summer vegetables( tomatoes, potatoes, 

eggplant , pepper, dry  onions, garlic, fresh  

beans, cucurbits , okra and Jew's mellow) 

May, June, July, August and September. 

Summer fruits( grapes, figs, stone and  

pome fruits, dates and cactus ) 

June, July, August , September and 

October. 

Citrus fruits   December, January, February and March. 

Dry cereals and legumes June, July and August. 

Milk( from sheep, goats and local cow 

breeds) 

November, December, January, February 

and March. 

 

Evolution of Ethnic Foods 

The use of traditional methods of preservation results in the production of new foods with 

different flavors, textures and appearances from their original fresh precursors. 

Furthermore, the availability of different ingredients, cultural exchanges, environmental 
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influences and personal innovation and creativity all together give rise to the ethnic foods. 

All these factors played vital roles in the development of the ethnic foods of the Arab 

people. It is to be noted that some of these foods are found in other neighboring cultures 

i.e. Turkish, Persian, Armenian, Greek. 

Fruit and Vegetable Products 

With the Mediterranean climate dominant in the Eastern Mediterranean Arab countries, the 

region enjoys an enviable variety of fruits and vegetables. This gave rise to a number of 

ethnic products which still occupy a prominent place in modern local economies. 

Following is a discussion of the more common ethnic products prepared from fruits and 

vegetables, noting that jams, jellies and marmalades are not included in the discussion, 

although very common to the region, as they are not considered " Ethnic" since they are 

produced worldwide. 

Pickles: Pickling has been one of the major preservation techniques followed in the 

preservation of vegetables to transform them into new products or to make them available 

off season. The major pickled crops are green tomatoes, olives, turnips, cucumbers, snake 

melon, carrots, cauliflower, onions, hot and bell peppers, eggplants and grape leaves. All 

these vegetables are pickled in brines with a salt concentration enough to support the 

flotation of a fresh egg i.e. about 8% table salt (Acra and Jurdi, 1986). Red beet slices may 

be added to turnip and cauliflower pickles to give a desirable reddish color. Pickled 

vegetables are traditionally kept in earthenware (pottery), glass, or tin containers and 

consumed as relish or appetizers. 

One of the unique pickled products to this area of the world is pickled eggplant 

(Table 2) known as Makdoos (Magdoos). This product is prepared by blanching baby 

eggplants, stuffing them with walnuts, parsley, garlic, salt and chili sauce, draining the 

liquids under pressure to reduce their moisture content, then keeping them in olive oil until 

they are fermented. The lactic acid produced during the fermentation period (Al-Qudah, 

2003) along with the flavor of other ingredients imparts a characteristic pleasant flavor to 

these pickles. Another ethnic food is the pickled grape leaves which are picked from the 

vine when tender in the spring and pickled in brine to be used in the preparation of the dish 

known as Warak Enab ,Warak Dawali or Yabrak. Both products are preserved mainly by 

lactic acid fermentation (Table 2). 
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Table 2: Examples of Arabic preserved ethnic plant foods from the Levant and Iraq and the 

methods used in their preservation. 

Food Name *  Nature of Food  Method of Preservation 

Burghul Parboiled, dried and coarsely- 

ground wheat grains. Used as 

rice substitute. 

Low moisture and heat.  

Farika (  Freekeh), 

(fareekeh)  

Parched, dried immature 

durum wheat grains. Used as 

rice substitute. 

Low moisture, heat and smoke.  

Halawa Qareyyah,  

Enbeyyah( Antabeekh) 

and Dibs( Asal 

Aswad) 

Pumpkin and grape preserves 

and molasses respectively. 

High sugar concentration and 

heat.  

Halawa  Tahiniyya A sweet made of Tahina, 

sugar syrup and the extract of 

Saponaria officinalis root.  

Low moisture , high sugar 

content and natural antioxidants 

from sesame seeds. 

Jareesh ( Smadeh). Sifted durum wheat meal. Low moisture. 

Karshallah High sugar, leavened, twice- 

baked, pan-like bread slices. 

Low moisture and heat. 

Kaak  Durable, chemically – leavened, 

baked twice finger or circular 

shaped bakery product. 

Low moisture and heat. 

Kamar / Qamar el-Deen Apricot fruit leather. low moisture  and heat ( semi 

moist food) 
Maftool ( Mughrabeyah) 

and Coscousi. 

Agglomerated and steamed 

wheat flour. Used as rice 

substitute. 

Low moisture and heat. 

Makdoos( Magdoos) Baby eggplants pickled in olive 

oil. 

Lactic acid fermentation, air 

exclusion by packing in olive oil. 

Malban Semolina cooked in grape juice. low moisture and heat. 

Man Al Sama(Man Wa 

Salwa) 

A candy made of the sugar syrup 

and the exudate of oak trees that 

grow in Northern Iraq. 

High sugar content and heat. 

Rokakah Dried or fresh, handmade, dough 

sheets similar to Italian 

Fettuccini. 

Low moisture. 

Shaeereyyah 

(Shaareyah) 

Dried and roasted, thin short 

pieces of pasta( similar to 

Vermicelli) 

Low moisture and heat. 

Tahina (sesame butter, 

sesame pulp). 

Pulped, roasted and dehulled 

sesame seeds. 

Low moisture and heat. 

Warak Enab, Warak 

Dawali 

Pickled grape leaves. Lactic acid fermentation. 

*Transliterated from Arabic. 
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Sun- dried and concentrated fruits and vegetables   

Many fruits and vegetables are sundried and sun-concentrated. Grapes, figs, apricots, 

plums, tomatoes, okra, grape leaves, Jew's mallow, hot peppers, squash and eggplant are 

sun dried. The latter two items are cored before sun drying to be used in winter in the 

preparation of ethnic dishes known as Mahashi. 

Home –produced tomato paste is obtained by placing a thin film of the boiled and 

salted tomato juice in trays and leaving it to concentrate by evaporation in the sun for few 

days. The final product is packed in glass jars topped with olive oil and kept for further 

use. The so-produced tomato concentrate has a distinct natural browning flavor superior to 

that of the commercially – prepared canned product. 

Candied and preserved fruits and vegetables: Some vegetables are preserved in, or glazed 

with sugar solutions to produce candy-like products or preserves. Among these are sugar-

glazed baby eggplant, tomato preserves and pumpkin candy (Halawa Qareyya). The raw 

vegetables are usually treated with lime solution before soaking or cooking in sugar syrup. 

The heat treatment along with the high sugar concentration help keeps these products for as 

long as one year at room temperature. 

One ethnic fruit preserve is the product prepared from grapes known as (Enbeyyah 

or Antabeekh) (Table 2). This product which is unique to the southern part of Palestine is 

prepared by cooking of cleaned and sorted whole grapes with constant stirring in the latter 

stages of the process, to minimize burning, until the product assumes a dark brown color 

and a distinctive aroma. Grape seeds are removed continuously from the surface of the 

batch and anise or fennel seeds are added to impart a pleasant flavor. As in the case of 

molasses, the high sugar concentration helps preserve the product for a year or more at 

room temperature  

Probably, the most popular and celebrated Arab ethnic fruit products are the 

candied or sugar-glazed fruits. These products are known to the Arab people since Middle 

Ages (Candied Fruits, 2013) although their production is concentrated nowadays in 

Damascus, Syria. They are prepared by blanching fruits, then candying them in gradually- 

concentrated sugar syrups. Almost all fruits are glazed including pome and stone fruits as 

well as figs and cactus. Candied fruits are usually wrapped individually in cellophane and 

marketed in secondary carton or plastic packages. Such products are stored at room 

temperature for about a year. 

Molasses: Concentration is a common method of preservation in the region. Since 

manufacturing of alcoholic drinks from juices is against the Muslim law, many fruit juices 

are traditionally made into molasses (Dibs) (Table 2) or fruit juice concentrates. With a 

concentration of about 70% soluble solids, these products are preserved for a year or so 

without any additives or refrigeration. The most common molasses are those prepared from 

grapes, dates (Al-Hooti et al., 2002), sugar cane, pomegranates and Carob. Grape molasses 

(Dibs) is prepared by boiling the clay-clarified grape juice without the addition of sugar 

until it reaches the desired concentration as judged by experience. Due to its high sugar 

concentration, the product usually crystalizes in winter, a minor problem that is solved by 

heating before serving. Yeast growth is another problem that is encountered in low-
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concentration molasses (Tarakci and Küçüköner, 2003). The energy- rich Dibs is used as a 

sugar substitute in the preparation of cakes and other baked goods or served with bread for 

breakfast , mainly in winter, along  with olive oil, Tahina (Alpaslan and Hayta,  2003) or 

sheep anhydrous butter fat (Samneh) (Amr, 1990a). 

Fruit leathers:  Fruit leathers are preserved by the virtue of their low water activity due to 

their high sugar concentration, and thus can be considered as the semi- moist foods and 

have a shelf life of one year (JISM,2005). The most popular Arab ethnic fruit leather is" 

Qamar El-Deen" (Kamar El-Deen) (Table 2) which is traditionally produced from apricot 

pulp. The process includes concentration of the pulp by heating then spreading it over 

fabric sheets in a thin layer and sun-drying. The product is reconstituted with water and 

sugar and served as a drink in the month of Ramadan. 

Another fruit leather, though less popular, is Malban (Table 2) which is produced 

mainly in Hebron area in southern Palestine. The product is prepared by cooking semolina 

in grape juice until the mixture assumes a thin gel consistency. The cooked product is 

spread hot on fabric or plastic sheets, sprinkled with pine seeds (Qeraish) and sun- dried to 

a leathery, translucent product. Malban sheets are wrapped and stored until consumed as a 

candy or sweet delicacy.   

Dairy Products 

Due to the short duration of green pastures, fresh milk from local breeds (Awasi) of 

sheep and goats is produced mainly during the winter and spring months of the year i.e. 

December through May. After that, the pastures dry up and milk becomes scarce. Dairy cows 

are less adapted to the dry climate and short periods of green pasture than sheep and goats 

which are believed to have been domesticated in this region and have been since the suitable 

animals for the nomadic way of life common to the original inhabitants of the region. Sheep 

and goat milk had been traditionally the major source of dairy foods in the region and cow 

milk occupied a less prominent role. Camel milk is also produced in the desert areas of the 

region mainly in the Arabian Peninsula. 

The seasonality of milk production along with the dry, hot environment and lack of 

refrigeration helped people device such ingenious methods of dairy preservation as sun 

drying, concentration, fermentation, air exclusion and salting. 

Laban (Laban Rayeb): This product comprises the major preserved dairy food in the Middle 

East to the extent that many modern dairy plants limit their production to this fermented 

dairy food. Laban Rayeb which is Yoghurt in Turkish (Table 3) not only helps preserve milk, 

in the short run in absence of refrigeration by the process of acidification , but it also enables 

people with lactose intolerance (lactose maldigestion) to take the nutritionally-rich dairy 

products. However, the most valuable contribution of yoghurt to the ethnic foods of Arab 

people is being the starting raw material used in the production of a number of stable, long-

shelf life products that testify for the resourceful handling and management of milk in the 

form of new products in the warm- dry environments. 
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Table 3: Examples of Arabic preserved ethnic animal foods from the Levant and Iraq and the 

methods used in their preservation.  

Food Name*  Nature of Food  Method of Preservation 

   

Areesh cheese A cottage type cheese prepared 

by heating yoghurt followed by 

bag concentration. 

Short shelf life. High acidity. 

Bastirma Sundried, salted and spiced meat 

slabs.  

Low moisture, salt, spices and 

nitrites.  

Jameed( Aqt) Sundried concentrated yoghurt 

balls. 

High acidity and salt, sun 

drying (low moisture). 

Kawerma Dry- rendered meat kept in its 

own tallow.  

Heat and exclusion of oxygen. 

Kishk Sun dried concentrated yogurt 

cooked with burghul. 

Heat, high acidity and salt and 

sun drying (low moisture). 

Laban (Laban Rayeb) Fermented dairy product Lactic acid fermentation of 

milk. 

Labaneh( Labneh) Concentrated yoghurt. High acidity, high solid 

concentration. 

Labaneh(Labneh) bi 

Zait.  

Highly concentrated yoghurt 

balls packed in olive oil. 

High acidity, salt, low 

moisture and exclusion of 

oxygen.  

Nabulsi( Baladi) 

cheese 

White, heat treated, unripened 

cheese kept in brines  

High salt brine, heat. 

Naqaneq Dry type of sausage made of 

spiced, ground lamb or goat 

meat stuffed in a casing of 

lamb intestines followed by 

sun drying.   

Low moisture, spices and 

nitrites.  

Samneh  Anhydrous butter fat Very low moisture content, 

natural antioxidants from 

herbs and wheat germ.  

Shankleesh  Low moisture Areesh balls 

covered with spices and 

thyme. 

Low moisture, spices and 

acidity. 

Tashreeq Meat Salted and sundried meat 

slabs.  

Low moisture, smoke and 

spices. 

*Transliterated from Arabic. 

 

Labaneh (Labneh): This is the product produced by concentrating Laban Rayeb (Yoghurt) in 

cloth bags to low moisture content i.e. 23-35% total Solids (JISM, 2003a). The cheese- 

spread- like product is used as a dip with olive oil or as a spread for preparation of 
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sandwiches with bologna, vegetables or cheese slices. Labaneh (Table 3) is usually 

consumed fresh or kept in the refrigerator for a period of up to a week or so. Lower- 

moisture, semi-dried Labaneh is obtained by further bag-concentration of ordinary Labaneh. 

This high acid, lower moisture product is usually made into balls and packed in glass , 

pottery or plastic jars under olive oil to exclude oxygen , the product is called Labaneh bi 

Zeit (Labaneh in olive oil) (Table 3). It can be stored for as long as one year at room 

temperature. 

Jameed also referred to as Jameed cheese (Abu Lehia,1988) is made from low- moisture fat-

free Labaneh, prepared from the cultured buttermilk obtained by churning of  Laban Rayeb 

and butter separation. Such Labaneh is salted and formed into disks or balls and sundried to a 

maximum moisture content of 20% (JISM, 1997). The product is highly stable and can be 

stored at room temperature for years. Jameed, also known as Aqt in some Arab countries 

including Saudi Arabia (Table 3) is reconstituted with water and used in the preparation of a 

number of ethnic dishes. Aseptically packed reconstituted UHT liquid Jameed is available in 

the market for convenience. 

Kishk: This is a similar product to Jameed. It is prepared by cooking yoghurt with Burghul 

(parboiled wheat meal) and adding turmeric (Curcuma) for flavor and color then forming 

into thin disks and sun drying (Mokbel and Pellett, 1988, and Tamime and O'Conner, 1995). 

The product is also known in Turkey and Iran, though with different names. Kishk (Table 3) 

is used as a substitute for fresh yoghurt, in the preparation of a number of dishes. 

Samneh: This spiced anhydrous butterfat product is similar to the Indian Ghee, its low 

moisture content (maximum of 0.4% moisture) (JISM, 2003b) makes it the ideal form in 

which butter is preserved in the absence of refrigeration. Samneh (Table 3) is prepared by 

boiling mainly sheep or goat butter in presence of wheat grits or flour and a blend of herbs 

and spices (Amr, 1991). The grits or flour absorb moisture and contribute natural 

antioxidants from wheat germ while herbs and spices add flavor and serve as antioxidants 

which delay the onset of oxidative rancidity and prolong its shelf life (Amr, 1990a). Samneh, 

is used as shortening in the preparation of bakery products and some desserts The vitamin A 

rich product (Kumar et al., 2010) is traditionally packed in sealed- earthenware (Amr, 1990a 

and Amr, 1990b), or bags made of goatskin, but nowadays plastic and tin cans are used for 

packaging. 

Brine cheeses:  A number of cheese types are produced in Arab West Asia, all of which have 

the common feature of being kept in brine which helps initiate lactic acid fermentation 

(Yamani et al., 1998 and Haddadin et al., 1995). The combined treatments of brining and 

boiling have been the preservation method of choice in the absence of refrigeration. The 

most common type of these is the so-called Nabulsi white cheese used in the preparation of 

the celebrated desserts of Kunafa, Katayef and a number of bakery products. 

Areesh cheese and Shankalish: Areesh is a type of cheese that is similar to cottage cheese 

(El-Shaer and El- Morsey, 2008 and African Cheese, 2013). It is prepared by heating yoghurt 

slowly to curdle then placing it in cloth bags to drain and concentrate into a semi solid mass 

(Helou, 1998). This Labaneh- like product is then made into balls, covered with thyme or 

herbs and left to ferment and dry. The fermented product is Shankleesh cheese (Zouhairi et 

al., 2010). 
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Cereals  

Arab west Asia is believed to be the place where many cereals were first domesticated by 

man (Garrard et al., 1996; Garrard, 1999 and Brown et al., 2009). Durum wheat and barley 

are the major cultivated cereals in this part of the world; they are usually harvested in the 

summer months of June, July and August. Indeed, Arab culture can be classified as a wheat 

culture as it is the successor of historic Nile Valley and Mesopotamian wheat cultures 

(Ansonmills, 2013). Wheat had been the staple of the people of the region for thousands of 

years, so it is no wonder that hundreds of food items are produced from this highly 

celebrated grain.  Following is a brief description of some common ethnic wheat- based 

Arabic foods noting that barley- based foods used to be common in some parts of the Arab 

world but they are rarely consumed nowadays. 

Flat breads and low- moisture bakery goods: Flat breads are the characteristic breads of the 

region, although found in many parts of the world. Numbering in hundreds of types, most of 

them are prepared from lean formulas, produced by the straight dough method and undergo 

full fermentation (Table 4) (Amr, 1988). However, the repeated punching of the dough and 

the high temperature, short time baking regime results in almost the instant inactivation of 

the yeast. This does not allow for evolution of fermentation gases to effect oven spring as in 

pan bread. The puffing noticed in these types of bread is due to steam puffing during the first 

few seconds of baking rather than rising by expansion of fermentation gases (Amr, 1988). 

The most popular of these is the type known as Kmaj with its different sizes and crumb 

content. One type of Kmaj (Table 4) is also known as Pita. 

 

Table 4: Major bread types in the Levant and Iraq and their typical roles in a meal*. 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

Bread type** Main Characteristics Typical use 

Thin Kmaj Flat disk, Pocket Former, lean 

leavened, no crumb, salt ≤1%. 

Mechanized production, high 

temperature short time baking.  

Sandwich preparation, food 

wrapping, dipping, plate lining 

and spooning of stews and 

sauces. 

Thick Kmaj Flat disk, Pocket former, lean leavened, 

with crumb, salt≤1%. Hearth oven 

baked at high temperature short time. 

Sandwich preparation, dipping 

and spooning of stews and 

sauces.  

Shrak Flat disk, Single layer, leavened, paper 

thin, salt >1%. Baked on Concave 

metal Grill. 

Rolled sandwich preparation, 

Plate lining soaking in liquid 

foods and sauces.  

Taboun Flat disk, Prepared from lean runny 

dough, leavened, non-pocket former, 

with some crumb. Baked on the 

pebble-covered floor of specially 

designed, heated from outside ovens. 

Non-pocket former. 

Spooning, soaking in liquids. 
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* The bread types apply mostly to the Levant region; many of these types are common in 

other Arab countries though with different names.  

* *Transliterated from Arabic. 

Source: Adapted from Amr (1988). 

 

Hamam and 

Sammoun 

Broadly elongated elliptical, Prepared 

from leavened dough with low amount 

of sugar and fat, baked at low to 

medium temperatures for long times. 

Crumb former with medium specific 

volume. 

Sandwich preparation, soaking 

in liquids and sauces. 

Lizzaqi Flat disk, prepared from lean runny 

dough closer to the batter, leavened or 

not, thick, non-pocket former, baked on 

Concave metal Grill. Similar to large 

pancake. 

Plate lining and soaking in 

liquids. 

Mashrooh Flat disk, prepared from lean runny 

fermented  dough thick , non-pocket 

former, baked in hearth ovens at high 

temperature for a short time 

Plate lining, soaking in  

liquids and olive oil. 

Tandouri Flat disk, prepared from lean runny 

dough, leavened, baked on the interior 

walls of special dome-shaped heated 

from inside ovens, non-pocket former. 

Plate lining, spooning,  

soaking in liquids. 

Saj 

 

Flat disk, Similar to Lizzaqi except it is 

thinner. 

Preparation of grill-baked, 

pizza-like meals. 

Shepard 

Bread 

Flat disk, Prepared from lean 

unleavened dough, baked by shepherds 

by burying dough directly in hot 

embers or ashes  . Crumb former with 

medium specific volume. 

soaking in liquids. 

Maltoot.  

 

 

Round disks, high sugar and fat 

content, yeasted but unleavened dough, 

dense has multiple layers of crumb, has 

brown crust. 

Used as pastry with coffee, tea 

or milk. 

Mutabbaq. Rectangle, high fat unleavened dough 

Multiple thin layers.As a dessert with 

hot beverages and milk. 

Used as pastry with coffee, tea 

or milk. 

Mankoush Round disks, perforated from the 

center, prepared from lean leavened 

dough. Baked at high temperature for 

short time. 

Spooning, dipping, and 

soaking in liquids and sauces. 



                Traditional ethnic foods: examples of Arab's response to the harsh ….. 11 

J. Saudi Soc. for Food and Nutrition, Vol. 10, No. 1 & 2; 2015 

 

In addition to the calorie- carrying function, ethnic Arab flat breads perform a number 

of functions in the typical meal. As shown in table 4 many of these functions are acquired by 

their ingredients, the methods of dough preparation or the subsequent baking process. 

In addition to breads, a number of low moisture bakery products were developed for 

use by travellers and sailors. Examples of these are the baked twice Karshallah, tea Kaak, 

salted fingers and others. All of which, have low moisture and can be stored for months. 

Some have sesame seeds, anise seeds, thyme or other condiments. One type of tea Kaak is 

produced by using chickpea infusion which was reported to contain a number of bacterial 

strains (Humaid et al., 1989 and Khafaji, 1992), which impart to the product its characteristic 

structure and pleasant flavor. 

Rice substitutes: A number of foods were developed from durum wheat (Triticum durum) 

and used by people of the region in the same capacity as rice. Among these is the Farika 

(also known as Freekeh, Frekeh and Fareekeh) (Table 2), which is produced by parching 

wheat (preferably durum) spikes while in the late milk stage in fires. The spikes are then 

threshed and the hull-free grains are sundried to give disinfested, green smoke- flavored 

grains. Then these are ground to different sizes (Williams and El-Haramein, 1985; Mokbel 

and Pellett, 1988 and Thomson et al.,1986). Farika is used as rice substitute in the 

preparation of porridge, soups, stuffing of vegetables and in basic fluffy recipes. This cereal 

product is very common in the Levant. Maftool and Coscousi are two other rice substitutes 

prepared from durum wheat flour and semolina. Maftool (Table 2) (also known as 

Mughrabiya), which is popular in the Levant (NOURITION, 2013) is prepared by 

agglomerating fine durum wheat grits and flour mix with continuing wetting and circular 

movement of the fingers on the mix to form tiny balls of semi-dry dough -coated grits which 

are steamed ,sun dried and stored for later consumption. Again dry or fresh, steamed Maftool 

is cooked like basic pot fluffy rice and served with lamb meat or chicken and vegetables. A 

similar product to Maftool is Coscousi, which is popular in North Africa (Kaup and Walker, 

1986). Dried Maftool is stable and has a long shelf life due to its low moisture content and 

the heat treatment it receives which helps disinfest it and inactivate its enzymes. 

Pasta:  Despite the common belief that pasta was introduced to the western world from China 

by Marco Polo, some researchers including this one believe that this world-wide popular 

food was also known to Arab culture during the same period and could have entered Italy 

through Sicily during the Arab presence in that island in the twelfth, thirteenth and fourteenth 

centuries as documented by the Arab Geographer Al-Idrisi (Alexander, 2000). Pasta 

preparation has been a practice of households especially in the coastal areas of southern 

Palestine for centuries as women would gather in the evening to produce several types of 

pasta. The most common type of pasta produced at the home level is Shaeereyyah 

(Shaareyah) (Table 2), which took its name from its hair- thin appearance (Shaar in Arabic 

means hair) or from its barley shape (Shaeer means barley). This vermicelli-like product 

(also described by Al-Idrisi) is produced by fast spinning of thin strings of durum wheat 

dough between the tips of the fingers into even thinner strings, cutting them to 1-2 centimeter 

long pieces and sun drying over riddles. The dried product is then roasted moderately and 

stored for later consumption with honey or sugar and Samneh as a dessert or is cooked as 
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rice. Another product is the so-called Rokakah which is similar to the Fettuccini or Chinese 

noodles; Rokakah is prepared by cutting the thin sheets of stiff durum wheat dough and 

cooking them with milk or Sumac extract and lentils. 

Jareesh and Burghul:  Jareesh (Table 2) which is cracked durum wheat has been known for 

centuries  as it has been served in different forms in the Hospices (Takiya) since the earliest 

days of Islam (Takiya of Saint Abraham in Hebron, 2013). Another form of cracked wheat is 

Burghul (also Bulgur in Turkish) which is parboiled, dried and cracked wheat also known in 

Turkey and many Arab countries. The product is renowned for its nutritional value (Toufeili 

et al., 1998 and Bayram et al., 2004) due to the parboiling process. Both products are rich in 

dietary fiber and minerals.  

Legumes and Pulses 
Although many types of legumes and pulses are grown in the Arab World, probably the most 

commercialized and characteristic of the region are broad beans, chickpeas and sesame, all of 

which are used in the preparation of the Fool Medammas and Hommos Bi Tahina or 

chickpea dip (also Hummus) (Table 2) (Amr and Yaseen, 1994). Sesame seeds are used for 

the production of sesame pulp known as Tahina (Table 2) (sesame butter or sesame paste) 

used in the preparation of a number of ethnic dishes and sweets. 

Meat and Meat Products 

Meats from non-porcine sources are an important icon in Muslim diet and the holy Quran 

elaborates on the dietary laws (The Holy Quran: Surah 2, Ayah173) including this group of 

foods. Furthermore, with a potential global market of about 500 billion US$ annually 

(Ahmed et al., 2005), Halal food (mainly meat) occupies a prominent status not only in 

Islamic traditions, but also in modern Islamic economies. The response of the Arab people to 

the dry, hot climate and seasonal availability of meat came in the form of devising a number 

of well-preserved products unique to the region and considered examples of man's creativity 

in handling of his perishable group of foods in the absence of modern preservation 

techniques. 

Sun- dried meat: The process of Tashreeq is the sun drying of salted meat strips, hence came 

the Tashreeq days of Muslim pilgrimage ritual (The Holy Quran:Surah2,Ayah203) in which 

Muslim pilgrims dry the sacrificed meat to take it home or to give it to the needy. Sun-dried 

meat is known for centuries and is an excellent method of meat preservation. The heat of the 

sun in combination with salting and low moisture help preserve this food which is usually 

stored for months in well ventilated cloth- bags until consumed. Tashreeq meat is similar to 

the product known as "Jerky"; the term probably came from the same Arabic root as it is 

taken from the Spanish origin Charqui (Webster, 1984). 

Bastirma: This is another sun-dried, salted and spiced meat product. Although its origin goes 

back to Armenian and Turkish cuisine, it became an integral part of Arab delicatessen 

inventory in the Levant and Egypt. The product is prepared from lamb, beef, deer and goat or 

camel meat by salting and sun-drying for about two weeks. Then the meat is then covered 

with a mixture of spices that may include sodium or potassium nitrite and left to dry further 

until assuming a very hard almost dehydrated texture. With a shelf life of up to nine months, 

the spicy product is stable at room temperature due to the combined effects of salt, low water 

activity and spices (JISM, 1991). Bastirma (Table 3) is sliced and used in the preparation of 
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pizza, stuffing of vegetables or as bacon in breakfast with or without frying in olive oil or as 

Mezze (Fayed, 2014) with chickpea and other dips. 

Kawerma: This meat product is preserved by heat and oxygen exclusion, it is prepared by dry 

rendering of meat then packing it in its own tallow to exclude oxygen in pottery containers. 

For consumption, the preserved meat is taken out of the fat, heated and used in the 

preparation of other dishes. This enables the farmers to preserve the meat at room 

temperature without refrigeration for months and still enjoy an acceptable level of quality. 

Naqaneq: These are dry sausages, similar to hot-dogs, wieners except they are drier, of 

darker red color and spicier. However, due to their low moisture, and high spice content they 

are kept at room temperature without refrigeration. They are prepared from ground lamb or 

goat meat mixed with spices and pine nuts, stuffed in a casing made of cleaned lamb 

intestines and dried at room temperature. Small size Naqaneq are served as Mezze, while 

other larger sizes are used in cooking, and in the preparation of pizza and sandwiches like hot 

dogs. 

Sweets 

With hundreds of sweet products, Arabic cuisine is probably one of the world's richest in the 

variety of the sweets it offers. The main ingredients of which have been durum wheat dough, 

dairy products, honey or sugar and nuts. Beside homes, many of the Arab sweets are 

produced commercially in restaurants and specialized factories and some of them are highly 

stable with long shelf lives. In this chapter, only a few prominent iconic items will be 

elaborated as examples of this group of foods. 

Man Al Sama: Also known as Man Wa Salwa after the food given to Moses and the Israelites 

by God (Old Testament, Exodus: 16, 8; The Holy Quran: Surah 2, Ayah57). This Iraqi sweet 

is produced by boiling the exudate of oak and walnut trees, which grow in Northern Iraq, in 

the presence of egg white, nuts and bay leaves. The mixture is left to cool then cut into small 

pieces similar to marshmallow or nougat sweets. Then they are covered with flour to prevent 

them from sticking, packed and marketed. The product is consumed as candy. 

Halawa Tahineyya: A highly stable sweet prepared by boiling sugar syrup then adding the 

extract of Saponaria officinalis (Erq Al Halawa in Arabic to effect controlled crystallization 

of the sugar and emulsification) and Tahina. The product has been known for centuries and is 

still produced at commercial level in a number of Arab countries. Few modifications were 

introduced to the process including the use of corn syrup instead of regular sucrose syrup. 

The energy-concentrated Halawa Tahineyya (Table 2) is used with breakfast and as spread 

for preparation of sandwiches.  The product is stable at room temperature by the virtue of its 

high sugar concentration and the anti-oxidative action of some sesame oil components 

(Mohamed and Awatef, 1998 and Chang et al., 2002). 

In addition to these examples, there are literally hundreds of types of sweets and 

sweet pastries, many of which are common to other countries of the region like Turkey, Iran 

and Greece. Many of them share the common ingredients of nuts, durum wheat dough and 

sugar syrup. They are produced in different colors, shapes, flavors and sizes. All of which are 

stable for months at room temperature. For recipes of these products, interested readers are 

advised to refer to Arabic or Middle Eastern Sweets cookbooks. 



14          Ayed Amr 

J. Saudi Soc. for Food and Nutrition, Vol. 10, No. 1 & 2; 2015 

 

CONCLUSIONS 

Due to the warm and dry environmental conditions prevailing in the Levant and Iraq, Arab 

people of the region have applied a number of well-adapted preservation methods to 

produce many safe and wholesome ethnic foods which are unique to, and characteristic of 

the region. Such preservation techniques as sun-drying, pickling, moisture control, 

fermentation, soluble solid concentration and oxygen exclusion were and still utilized 

efficiently in the production of these foods. Although produced traditionally at home and 

small–shop levels, these ethnic foods have been produced recently at the commercial level 

in highly-specialized factories with strict standards and specifications that allowed them to 

enter international markets.  
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أمثلة على استجابة اإلنسان للظروف البيئية القاسية في بالد الشام : األغذية التراثية
 (استعراض مرجعي) والعراق

 *عايد عمرو
 

على مر العصور المختلفة من انتاج أغذية سليمة وصحية ومغذية، استطاع سكان بالد الشام والعراق لقد : الملخص
لقد استطاع اإلنسان العربي تأمين منتجات غذائية في مواسم الندرة  .سة في األسواق المحلية والعالميةنجحت في المناف

والتخليل والمعاملة بالحرارة والتجفيف الطبيعي بالشمس عن طريق تطبيق طرق الحفظ المختلفة بما فيها التحكم بالرطوبة 
تقدم . وتشهد كل هذه التقنيات على إإلبداع في اإلستجابة للظروف القاسية السائدة في المنطقه .كسجينوالحماية من األ

الخضار و منتجات الحبوب واللحوم  وهي تشمل بعض .بداعنتاجها اإلا  يظهر في حفظها و مختلفة قة أمثلة ألغذية الور 
 .اكه واأللبان والسكاكروالفو 

 
 


