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The making of palm vinegar at al-Hiswah (near Aden)
and some other crafts related to palm trees.

Martine VANHOVE
(C.N.R.5., Paris)

In the Yemen, a few miles west of Aden, on the road to Little Aden,
lies a small village, surrounded by palm-groves, named al-Hiswah which
is famous for its production of palm vinegar (xall)' made by the local

peasants.

The palm-groves have different names according to the number of
palm trees.z The largest holds 100 to 200 trees, and is called dimneh,
a word that usually refers simply to any kind of (arable) land. A
portion of the palm—grove containing 10 to 20 palm trees is named
sulx, and in 1989 this was the usual size tended by a peasant.3 The
word sulax derived from the same root is found elsewhere in the Yemen,
but with a less specialized meaning of ’piece, bit, f‘ra._gmen‘c‘.'t A unit
of two palm trees is called dulfeh, a word, to my knowledge, that has

never hbeen recorded, DozyE mentions dalfah ‘’battant de porte’, a

! The data quoted here is based on oral research. The transcription

scheme of NAS could not be used, particularly double letters for one
sound, in order to avoid confusions between a single sound or two
distinct sounds. The system is then based on a ‘one sound one letter’
scheme. Here are the particular consonants used in this article : d
voiced interdental, d voiced emphatic interdental, & voiced fricative
velar, & unvoiced fricative palatal, x unveoiced fricative velar.

2 : ’ : ;
If not otherwise mentioned, all the explanations concerning the palm

trees and the making of vinegar are taken from the information of Mr.
Sh. Salah Salam Halas, a peasant from al-Hiswah, whom I recorded in

1989, May he find here the expression of my gratitude. My thanks are
also due to Mrs <A. Magid <Ubadi and Mr M. Hassam Hamami from the

Faculty of Education in Aden who helped me understanding the
recording. This work was done during a linguistic survey in the Yemen
in 1989, financed by the French Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the
University of Aden.

: Dowson, 304, mentions for Libya that 'the average number of palms
one tapper can manage [is] between fifteen and twenty’.

Y Plameinta. 708

: Dozy, II, 12a.



possible  corruption of darfah or darfah, Landberg& dalfa
‘Kaktushlatt’, and EEaLiSSEcI‘? dalfah ’feuille, raquette de cactus ;
feuille de palmier nain, d'agave’.

The palm tree itself, a dwarf palm, measures 3 to 4 feet,s and is
named dé$ (pl. dwa¥ or idwas). The tree is also known in the Yemen and
elsewhere as dam ‘doum palm’.qr and Landsbergerm indicates that it is
often mixed up with the dwarf palm 'Chamareops humilis’. ASBD" gives
the following names in Yemeni Arabic : Zigarah al-muql or da# or tafl.
Diag, recorded by Lanr:il:nar‘g,12 Stace'” and Piamenta”, does not designate
the tree but the wine made from it, the 'toddy palm', and another tree
'Thymus palegioides Forsk.”. The word is not found in classical
Arabic. Is it to be compared to do¥%ib 'vin de palmier ; sirop de
datte’” of Persian origin? Serjeant doubts it because the translation

'vin de palmier' (i.e. toddy) seems to him rather incautious. '

In al-Hiswah, 'toddy’ is named tﬁri,ﬂ and the word seems typical
of the area. According to Hobson-hbsanm the English word “toddy’

itself comes from 'Hind. tari i.e. the fermented sap of the tar or

i Landberg, GD, 2251.

7 ]
Beaussier, 625b.

® In ASBD, 113, it is said that this kind of palm tree ’Hyphaene

thebaica (Del.) Mart.', a variety of doum palm, grows usually in the
area of al-Hiswah and in Tihdmah and reaches a height of 10 metres.

But the peasants use the tree before it is full-grown. It is also a
variety of dwarf palm ‘niZfer’ that was used for the production of
toddy in the Dathinah (Landberg, GD, 1352), but in the Maghreb, it is
a variety of tall date-palms, ’Phoenix dactylifera’ (Faure, 95, and
Dowson, 295].

% Chebabi, 481

H Landsberger, 42.

. asan, 119

Landberg, GD, 282,

Stace, llBa.

i Piamenta, 1&la.

2 Dozy, I, 425b.

16 : :
Personal communication.

See ASBD, 113.
Hobson-Jobson, 927.
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palmyra’,w and it is most likely that Arabic tarf has the same origin
since Indian settlement in Aden is of long standing, and it is the
alcoholic  beverage quite popular in  India from ancient times
{Hobson-Jobson gives citations from AD 1330). Apart from dG# mentioned
in the previous paragraph, more common terms in Arabic dialects for
'toddy’ are nabid (var. nabid) or l:.gm.iZEJ ' la,g;l'.ii.21 People from
al-Hiswah may also call the tree itself &igarat at-tari ’the toddy
tree’. It is from this toddy that vinegar is produced, and I was told
that nowadays toddy as such is not drunk, but only used to make
vinegar. Hunt_er,22 who provides a detailed report on the Aden economy
in the 19th century, refers to the distilling of liquor from rotten
dates by the Jewish community, but deoes not refer to toddy or palm
vinegar, and al-Hiswah is only mentioned in the context of its
attempts to grow vegetables. Still, when the Rasulid Sultan
al-Mu’ayyad visited Aden in 1299, 'he commanded that the farming of
the House of Vinegar (daman Bayt al-Khall) be abolished’ and Ser jeant23
suggests that Bayt al-Khall was a euphemism for the manufacture of
spirituous liquors, as nabld from Aden was quite famous as far back as
the 12th and 13th r;entu.wies.z4 It is difficult to say whether the
production of toddy and vinegar stopped at some stage, perhaps because
of the decrease of population in Aden, or whether Hunter's lack of
reference to them was due to their unsignificant production in the

local economy.

The procedure of making vinegar starts with the treatment which
must be given to the tree. First, the young palm tree is pellarded,

all the leaves are removed,25 and the trunk is barked (ga%far) on

" | am indebted to Professor R.B. Serjeant for drawing my attention to
this article.

* Tak., 3663.

‘“ Dowson, 293,

= Hunter, 82-83, and 138.
= Ser jeant, &5.

= Ser jeant, 80.

i ASBD, 114, gives a variant : first, all the leaves but two are torn

off, and after 8 days the remaining two leaves are removed and the
tree is pollarded. He does not mention the barking of the trunk.
According to Lethielleux, 227, in the Fezzan area, the procedure
consists in making an incision at the top of the tree. See also



almost all its length wuntil the pith (qalb) is reached. The pith is
left to harden for eight days in the open air. This waiting period is
important as it allows a good inflow of sap afterwards. These 8 days
having elapsed, the pith is split (tfagga%) and a piece of spathe
(tala®) cut in the shape of a tongue is nailed in the slanting slot.
Before, a funnel (kéms*t) was used. The spathe, that presses upon the
sap, acts as a gutter (misrab) where the toddy accumulates. To rivet
the spathe, four nails are used. They are made of the thorns of the
seshania (Sesbania grandifloral), a shrubby tree growing in the Yemen.zﬁ
The spathe is not placed on top of the pith but penetrates well into
the slot in order to let the sap flow out properly. To protect the
pith from crows (*arab, pl. >araban’') whose beaks might cause severe
damage leading to the tree's death, a sack (gtnyeh, pl.gawani) is
placed on top of it. It also keeps the toddy free of impurities.

Under the gutter, a bottle (gararah, pl qaraw]‘rzs}l with a long
neck is tied upside down with stringzq to the trunk, with its bottom
chopped off and the neck corked. In Dathinah, a century ago, LalmtlI':M&r‘g:mI
describes a small basket woven with palm leaves, the %itt (or #att),
that was used to colleet the toddy and was drunk first thing in the
morning. The basket, he sta‘cvas,:11 was so tightly woven that it could
hold liquid without any problem.

One day later, the top of the pith is filed (qa%at) at 7 amaz with
a kind of large knife or rasp {mibrad]33 to clear the sap duct. The

operation has to be renewed four times a day at 7 am, 1l am, 5 pm and

Dowson, 299-301.

“® The nails are not made by the peasants, but bought in shops (£3bat).

" In the dialect of my informant the woiced velar fricative g has

become a glottal stop ?. Cf. CA gurab.

*® The plural in CA is qawarir.

i ASBD, 114, says that it is a piece of sack that is used for this

puUrpose.
o Landberg, GD, 882,

A Landberg, Hdr, 43l

e ASBD, 114, explains that this is done because a skin is continuously

growing over the slot in the pith. Dowson, 301, also describes this
procedure of 'shaving’ on the tapped date-palms.

¥ It is made by the peasants themselves after the blacksmith has

prepared the piece of iron. The rasp has to be regularly sharpened
with a whetstone (masann).



% or 9 pm. If the palm tree is good, the bottle is full on the morning
of the second day, and afterwards a full bottle of toddy is collected
twice a day, early morning, and at t’nin:h:ia_t,n34 If the palm tree is bad
(bayax) only one collection is made at 5 pm. The quantity of toddy
also depends on the season, summer being the best.”® The process of sap
alone becoming tarl (toddy), i.e. alcohol, ASBD™® explains, is totally
natural and is dus to the presence of sugar in the sap that ferments
in the open air. White froth (gafal) appears on the surface of the
liquid, and the fermentation stops after six hours in the bottle. For
a better production of toddy, the palm tree is used after it has borne
fruit. According to ASBD,T“ after a period of time he does not specify,
the palm tree is left alone to grow normally again, and five months
later the whole process starts again where new leaves have grown. My

informant said that the palm tree dies after the first pru::dm:’ciu:ml.:“EI

So far, the technique is the same for both toddy and vinegar. The
making of vinegar itself starts when the bottles of toddy are first
decanted in a demijohn (dabagana, pl. dabaganat] that holds the
contents of seven bottles. When 30 of these demijohns are full, they
are poured into a kind of large barrel [(martaban), a word of Turkish
origin that designates a large jar to store T ood” or wine."" Today this

z ] 3 41
martaban is made of plastic, but it used tc be made of wood or glass.

= ASBD, 114, states that 750 ml of toddy is produced every 12 hours.

See alse Dowson, 305.

o Munier, 180, indicates that a date-palm can give up to 400 litres of

toddy during its life time, Dowson, 306, 500 litres.

3 ASBD, 114.
37 ASBD, 114.
38

Lethielleux, 227, reports for Fezzan, that after a small incision
that gives three to six litres of toddy a day during two months the
tree is left to grow again and that it is a means to reinvigorate an
old tree. A full utilisation lasts three months and kills the tree.
Fischer, 26, states that once the tres has been pollarded 'dies rohe
Verfahren totet natiirlich den Baum'. Dowson (303-4) reports that in
Libya the frequency of tappings is of an average of twice, up to six
times, with a period of five years between each tapping.

3 piamenta, 463b.
0 Dozy, 11, 582b.

Ser jeant (personal communication) remembers having come across a
martaban in al-Shihr (Hadramawt), "a large pottery’ jar used (in this
case) for holding shark oil".



The toddy is left there in darkness for 40 days until it turns into
vinegar, and nothing is added to the liquid to help this process. The
vinegar is then bottled and sold in small shops along the road that
runs through the village. It has a sweet taste and can be used for
dressing, but its main usage is to cure wvarious stomach aches in

children, and it has proved to be effective against intestinal worms.

The production of toddy and vinegar is not the sole usage of the
dds, the palm tree. Its fruit, named deh (sing. thau]. which are
round, reddish-brown and of the size of a table-tennis b311,43 are
edible, and they are sold by the children of al-Hiswah in the market
of the near-by town of Shaykh ‘Uthman (where people call them baha%, a
more common name in the Yemen). They are eaten before they reach their
full maturity, while there is still a sweet liquid inside the husk
(gqor$). They are quite hard and one needs time to eat them. The crows
are also very fond of the liquid in the fruit which they sip after
piercing the husk with their beaks. When they are fully ripe, the
liquid turns into a small white stone named molog and the fruit can be
used for sowing.

The leaves are sold for wickerwork. From the large ones (taf‘t]“
large baskets (laghat or zan3bil) with handles and a lid (to keep
dates, etec.) are woven. From the leaves of the crown, golb (or qolob)
al-‘azaf, people plait round straw mats (salaq or misirfah) to put
food in, or straw hats (gudfa), and out of the pre-leaves (girraf or
‘igam) that sprout from the still closed yellow flower (fata%) which
turns white after cleaning, prayer mats (sagagid), long rectangular
mats” (also named girrdf) for the cylindrical earthenware ovens
[(nofah), and round mats are made.

Even the bark (qulaf} of the palm tree was formerly used to make
shoes (gazmah, pl. gazmat) at a time when no flip—flops (%ambalat)
existed. A piece of bark was used as the sole, four holes were pierced
in it, through which a pre-leal’ was passed and knotted. Nowadays the

bark is only used to kindle a fire in the earthenware oven. Literature

2 In caA it designates the ripe date of the wild palm tree.
s Grohmann, 109, indicates that the fruit is the size of a potato.
* Recorded also as the name of the tree by ASBD, 113.

45
They can also be made out of the crown leaves.



mentions also various usages in  house-building (see  Munier,

Lethielleux, etc.) but my informant did not mention them.

Arabic botanical and agricultural treatises and specialized
literature provide quite a number of references to palm trees (more
numerous naturally for date palms than for doush (or doum) palms which
are of a less economical and nutritional intersst to the Arab
populations), and to the forbidden consumption of toddy but, with the
exception of ASBD (and the agronomist Dowson), the descriptions that
are available to me lack to various degrees technical details about
the extraction of toddy. The situation is even meore difficult for palm
vinegar, to which reference is very seldom made. The thorough
description that is given above is of course limited to a specific
area and a specific tree, and cannot be used as a general example, as
some comparisons have shown. The lack of interest in the production of
vinegar may be due to its very local diffusion. In the Yemen, [ have
never yet come across a bottle of palm vinegar anywhere but in the
Aden area. It might prove interesting to see if Arabic medical
treatises are more revealing about palm vinegar.

From a linguistic point of view, the dialect of al-Hiswah shows a
number of peculiarities concerning technical terms, either words
previously unrecorded or having taken on specialized meanings. All the
words related to the doush palm tree and its by-products are listed

helow,

LIST OF VOCABULARY
The list is provided below in the alphabetical order of roots. Hamzah

(*) and *ayn (¢) start the alphabet. g corresponds to CA jim, q to

Al Yo gha_wf and d to both dad and da’. Kc,w\d ‘E'ldmjl]af;,
>fy> see <nwf>,

orbr sarab, pl. ’arabdn : crow (= CA <grb>).

<efr> cafr, pl. <«far ~ cafdir : young palm tree that can be

fertilized. Cf. CA <afar ’fertilization of the palm tree’.
Unrecorded in Piamenta for the Yemen.
<fgma <ggam / <igam, pl. “egim ./ ¢igim : pre-leaves of the doush

palm tree. It is the stone of a date in CA, but a date



cezf

<bhg>

<brd>

<hwa

<dbgn:

<dmn>

<dwg>

¢dIf>

<dmm:>

<dyh>

feEs

<fqs>

without stone in Hadramawt (Landberg, Hdr., 310).
see <glb>.

bahag : fruit of the palm tree named ‘’doush' (Shaykh
tUthman). In Piamenta, 42, it is also the name of the tree.
mibrad : rasp, file.

biyax : bad, of a palm tree that produces a small quantity

of toddy. Unrecorded in Piamenta for the Yemen.

dabaganah, pl. dabaganat : demijohn of a capacity of about 5
litres used to decant the toddy. The word has undergone a
nasalisation of m, Piamenta, 156b, records damijanah.

dimneh : palm-grove of 100 to 200 palm trees. Any kind of
(arable) land, Piamenta, 157, and Dozy, I, 462,

do%, pl. dwaE : variety of palm tree : Hyphaene thebaica
(Del.) Mart. whose sap produces toddy and vinegar. It is not
a CA word but Landberg, GD, 882, records the word as
designating the toddy itself, not the tree, and Piamenta,
161, the ’toddy palm’, and another tree 'Thymus palegicides

Forsk.".

dulfeh : portion of palm-grove of two dwag (palm trees).
Unrecorded meaning.

VIl yindamm : ‘hardens’, an unrecorded VIL

deéh (coll.), sg. déha : round, reddish-brown fruit of the
doush. The word dayh in CA is the ripe dates of the wild

palm tree named mugl. Unrecorded in Piamenta for the Yemen.

fotag : yellow flower of the doush still clesed, that has
not turned black. The noun is unrecorded, but Piamenta, 365,
gives | and V verbs 'tc open up, to blossom’.

Popenoe, 346, gives the following names : hadim, falig or
qaliqg.

V tfagqgas (intrans.) : to, split in two parts. V is
unrecorded, but the meaning is found under I in CA and II in

Piamenta, 377.



<g'ms>

<gdb>

<gfl>

{ghs>
<grf>

CEwWn

CEZM?

<grb>

<hbl>

exdr>

x>

ome?

<kme®>

‘kys>

<lgh?

<mlg>

ga‘mis, pl. ga<@amis : old doush palm tree. Kazimirski, I,
302, simply gives ga‘amls ’palmier’.

gabba (for *gadba) : barren (the flower of the palm tree).
The root and meaning are classical, but note progressive
assimilation of d to b.

gafal : white froth that indicates that the toddy Iis
fermenting. Variants of this word are found in Piamenta, 70,
and in CA.

gahs : young, still too tender doush palm tree. Unrecorded.
girraf : 1/ long rectangular mat made of the crown leaves or
of the pre-leaves of the doush palm used in earthenware oven.
2/ The pre-leaves of the doush palm. In CA the word garf
means 'dry grass’'. Unrecorded in Piamenta for the Yemen.
ganyeh, pl. gawanl : sack used to carry the fruit (d&h) of
the doush palm. Common.

gezmeh, pl. gazmat : sandals. Common word in the Yemen.

see *rb>

habla : pregnant, of the palm tree the fruit of which has

not yet blossomed out.

xadar : greenery (= all the leaves of the palm tree). Dozy,
[, 378, gives a similar Egyptian form.
xall : vinegar.

Xamar / Xamr : wine.

koma< : funnel. It was formerly used instead of a spathe to
collect the toddy (see also Landberg, GD, 91 where 'funnel’
is madabb). = CA and YA <gm<. The change of q to k occurs
only in this word.

kas, pl. kisan : calyx, flower-cup. (= CA <k’s>).

lagha, pl. laghat : large wicker—-basket with handles and a

lid (usually to carry dates). Unrecorded word.

molog : white stone of the fruit of the doush palm. The word

is unrecorded. In CA mulg is a wild date.



<mrtbn>

<msh:

<ngh
nwif>

<qdf>

<qlb>

<qlf>

<gm<>
<qrs>

cqrwre

<qsr>

L&t

martaban : large plastic barrell (formerly wood or glass) of
a capacity of about 150 litres where toddy turns into

vinegar. Common in the Yemen.

masha : scraping (of the pith). Cf. Piamenta, 465, with a

different meaning.

nagah 7 nageh : ripe.
ndfa : cylindrical earthenware oven. A more commeon variety
of this word in the Yemen is mdfa, from the root {fy>

(Piamenta, l0a).

gudfa : large straw hat (similar in shape to a cow-boy hat)
made of palm leaves. Unrecorded word.

galb, pl. *aqalab : pith of the palm tree.

golb / qolob al-cazaf : the crown of palm leaves. Hadramawt,
nahr (Landberg, Hdr, 307ff).

qulaf, sing. qulfah / qulfsh : bark of the palm tree. The
meaning of CA qilf is the same, but qulfa (pl. qulaf) means
‘foreskin, prepuce’. Serjeant, although not doubting an
etymology connected with gqilf, suggests that the Yemeni word
might alse be connected with CA gilaf ’cover, ete.”, South
Arabian gaf being often pronounced as ghayn (in fact in the
Dathinah and in the area of Yafit). But this does not hold
true at al-Hiswah, or it would be the only word where it
occurs, and there is no long vowel in the word recorded.
Piamenta only mentions for this root the word galfa ’inner
wall stone roughly cut'. Stace, 17, gives qisr for ’bark’.

see <km<>.

gors : husk.

gardrah, pl. qarawir : bottle. Rossi, 196, gives a plural
equivalent to CA : gawarir,

gas$ar, yuquisir : to bark a palm tree. The root is with
metathesis in Dathinah (qrg) (Landberg, GD, 2474), perhaps
because of the influence of qor¥ "husk’?

qaZat : to rasp, file.

qastah : a rasping.

10



<sgd> pl. sagagid : prayer mats. Dozy (I, 633b) records pl. form
from Ibn Battutah.

cslx> sulx : portion of palm-grove containing 10 to 20 palm trees.
Meaning unrecorded.

<=lg> pl. salag / sulag : round mats made of pre-leaves or palm
leaves of the crown. The word is known in Aden and
Dathinah (Piamenta, 229).

<snn> masann : whetstone,

<srb> misrab : gutter, to collect toddy, it is made of a piece of
spathe.

<srf> misirfah : round straw mat in which to put foed. Variants in
Piamenta, 221.

<sysbn> sésaban : Sesbania grandiflora. A shrubby tree whose thorns
are used to make nails (see Piamenta, 241).

<Embl> Zambalat : flip-flops. Pilamenta, 267, mentions the word with
either n or m.

<¥ab> pl. #3bat : shops. The word, unrecorded, comes from English
-'shop’.

<Ewh> b : knot in the trunk of the palm tree where knifes can
break. Landberg, Arabica, 299, 'saletés’.

tfy> tafT1 : leaf of the doush palm. A common word that designates
more particularly the dry palm leaf.

<l talac : spathe of the palm tree, either male or female. The
male is fruitless, and used tc feed cattle. The word is also
found in CA. In Hadramawt, the spathe is called qurraf
(Landberg, Hdr, 309).

aryr tari / tar’® : toddy. Unrecorded for Arabic, same Hind.
origin as English 'toddy’.

<znbl> plur. =zanabil : large wicker—baskets. Common word in the
Yemen and elsewhere, More typical of al-Hiswah is laghat
{q.v.).
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