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ABSTRACT.-Eighteen samples of meat, representing 14 species of birds and one
species of domestic mammal, were anonymously presented to a taste-testing panel.
The panel, composed of five Egyptians and eight Americans, rated the meals
using a scoring system from 5 (excellent) to 1 (very poor, almost inedible). fntra
and inter-cultural differences in the palatability of the various meats are discussed,
as well as historical changes in the use of certain birds as food.

RESUMEN.-Con eJ objeto de poner a prucba de sabor, se presento a un grupo
selecto, de forma ananima, diez y ocho muestras de came. Entre dichas muestras
se encontraban representados catorcc generos de aves y un manUfero domeslico.
Esle grupo, consistio de cinco egipcios y ocho estadounidenses, que c1asificaron
las carnes usando un sistema de calificacion de 5 (excelente) a 1 (de mal sabor,
casi incomible). Se discutieron las diferendas intra- e inter+culturales de saborear
distintas eames, aSI como tambien se discutieron cambios hisloricos del consumo
de dertas aves como alimento.

RESUME.-On a presente anonymement 18 echantillons de la viande de 14
especes des oiseaux et d'une espece de mammifere domestique a quelques
personnes pour demander ses opinions gastronomiques. Les 5 egyptiens et 8
americains ont evalue les viandes selon un systeme de classification de 5 (ex
ceUente) jusqu';j I (Ires mauvaise, presque incomeslible). On discute Ics differences
entre les cultures et dans Ie memc culture selon I'acceptabilih~des divers viandes.
On discute aussi les changements historiques dans I'usage de certains oiseaux
comme I'aliment.

"What is food to one man may be fierce poison to others. "
-Lucretius, lR Rerum NIl/IWI

"0 ye people! Eat of what is on earth, ullvful and good;
and do /lot follow the footsteps of the Euil One. "

-The Konlll, Surah 2, verse 168 (Ali 1983:66)

lpresent address: Department of Zoology, Field Museum of Natural History, Roosevelt
Road at Lake Shore Drive, Chicago, Illinois 60605.
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Over the years. an intractible debate has raged over the issue of whether
dietary prohibitions are related mainly to cultural or ecological exigencies. The
"materialist" or "ecological" school insists that, intentionally or not, food taboos
serve to maintain checks and balances behveen people and their environments.
McDonald (1977:743), for example, argues that food taboos function to conserve
scarce game resources. Ross (1978:2, 15), also in ecological terms. believes that
cultural explanations alone are too general; instead taboos relate to the "total
adaptational pattern" of a given culture to its environment: "It is no longer
plausible to maintain that differences in dietary behavior are simply the conse
quence of dissimiliarities in world view," he concludes. On the other hand
proponents of culture as a "superorganic" phenomenon and cautious cultural
ecologists respectively discount and temper arguments for environments' bearing
on food prohibitions. Camerio (1978:20) admonishes that not every taboo "starts
out as a cognitive counterpart of adaptive behavior. Indeed we must guard against
the tendency to push ecological explanations too far. _. there is always a residue
of culture that may never be explainable ecologiCally." A step yet further away
from the materialists' explanations, "mentalists" point out that there is often no
logical, economic or ecological basis whatsoever for food selection. Gordon
(1983:17,24), for example, remarks that "diet has always been influenced by non
nutritional factors [and embraces) a system of meanings and values that trans
cend the material content of the food and the ways in whkh it affects our bodies."
Simoons (1961:106), author of the classic treatise on food avoidance in the Old
World, reviews but finally shys altogether away from ecological explanations of
taboos: "the foods used by a group are chosen in accordance with cultural
attitudes and patterns towards food-the group food ways ... Western man,
despite his frequent temptation to claim that his foodways are based on rational
considerations, is no more rational in this than other men, for it makes no better
sense to reject nutritious dogflesh, horseflesh, grasshoppers and termites as food
than to reject beef or chicken flesh." Rea (1981:81) concluded that the resource
utilization and food taboos of several Sonoran Desert cultures were not constrained
by ecological determinism, "but that there are ecologically imposed limits to
dietary selectivity."

In observing Egyptian foodways, we were intrigued with this core issue of
permissible and prohibited foods, but dismayed by the conventional choice to
be made between cultural and ecological explanations of such foodways. Our
interests focused not so much on black-and-white choices between tabooed and
allowable food as on the grey area benveen permissibility and revulsion, DeBoer's
(1987:45) zone "somewhere between the gastric and the cerebral" that seems to
be visited so regularly in the Egyptian diet. Moreover, as American expatriates
liVing in Egypt, we were afforded the opportunity of being able to study food
preferences on a cross-cultural basis. And finally, we recognized the opportunity
to remove cultural preconceptions altogether from given food items, and com
pare the results cross-culturally. This paper describes the experiment and results
that followed.
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Several questions arose. The first was that, if no taboos were violated, and
all preconceived notions of palatability were discarded, how would people react
to the taste of foods? Secondly, we wanted to determine how particular foods,
devoid of their cultural connotations, might appeal to modem members of
different cultures. Third, we wanted to know whether there might be general
cross-cultural differences in modem perceptions of palatability. Finally, we felt
that historical comparisons would help contrast our study against the particular
cultures and species examined, and allow us to examine the evolution of the
cultural palate through time.

METHODS AND MA1ERlALS

We compared the taste preferences of members of parallel classes of two
societies toward a single food group. We therefore chose to compare perceptions
of wild bird meats between middle-class, urbanized Egyptians and Americans.
The participants were told only that these were "bird meats," and care was taken
in both explanation and preparation to ensure that no taboos were violated.
This was particularly important for the Egyptian participants, all of whom were
Muslims. The relevant Islamic restrictions insist that blood be drained from the
animals to be eaten while God's name is mentioned, and that no bird possessing
talons be eaten (al-Qaradawi 1985:53, 56). Notably, all birds presented in the
experiment were procured from Egyptian fowlers who routinely slaughter the
animals in ritual fashion for their clients.

During the winter months, when considerable numbers of Palearctic bird
migrants are in the Nile Delta, wild bird markets prosper in several local cities
and villages (Mullie 1989). The wild birds sold in the markets of Port Said and
Dumyat (Damietta) are taken in the Lake Manzala area. Some are shot, but most
of these animals are netted and delivered alive to market to be sold as table fowl.
Numerous species and large numbers of individuals are offered for sale. Mullie
(1989) provides detailed information on the birds sold in the Nile Delta markets
during the winters from 1978 to 1987.

In late December 1982 and from January to April 1983, we made several visits
to the Port Said market to obtain wild birds for museum specimens. The birds
were prepared as skeletons and study skins, and all are deposited in The Dniver·
sity of Michigan Museum of Zoology, Ann Arbor. Within 12 hours of death the
breast muscles (Musculus pectoralis only) of several prepared birds were removed,
washed, placed in a plastic bag with an identification tag, sealed tightly and frozen
(for less than two months). Any portion of the muscle that had hemorrhaged
by shot or had sustained other trauma was removed.

The meats were thawed, cut into small pieces and cooked without condiments,
using corn oil, in an iron skillet (following essentially the procedure of Cott and
Benson 1%9). The skillet was cleaned and fresh oil added between the cooking
for each sample. Each lot was reheated in a grate over a double-boiler before
being served.
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A taste-testing panel of five Egyptians and eight Americans living in Cairo
was assembled. Professions and ages (in parenthesis) represented were:
Egyptians-two lawyers (both 26), one student-botanist (22), one soldier (22) and
one money changer (24); Americans-six university students (24, 25, 27, 27, 29
and 35), one university professor (31) and one unemployed reporter (26). AJl13
participants were presented an anonymous meat sample at the same time and
asked to rate the palatability of each by scoring it from 5 (excellent) to 1 (very
poor, almost inedible) on individual data sheets (in both Arabic and English).
Each meat was presented on a single platter and enough of each was available
for several samples if any panel member so desired. Participants did not discuss
their opinions until all had scored the sample in progress. On the score sheet
a section was provided for comments on the texture, taste and familiarity of each
sample. Egyptian participants were invited to respond in Arabic, as we were able
to translate their comments.

In western Europe, particularly the British Isles, there have been dear changes
in the past 600 years in the use of wild birds as food; many of the taxa involved
are the same as presented to the participants of the experiment described herein.
Using the historical literature we have attempted to document differences in
temporal and cultural use of various wild birds as food.

RESULTS

During a single session lasting approximately 2.5 hours, 18 samples repre
senting 15 taxa were presented to the taste-testing panel (Table 1). Sixteen samples
were avian and two mammalian; the latter was viewed as a potential indicator
about any general bias the panelists had towards eating fowl. As an additional
control, three taxa were presented twice at spaced intervals. In all three cases
the meat was obtained from two to five individuals of each taxon and mixed
together, so that each reported sample contained similar proportions of several
individuals. Species presented twice (sample number and mean score per sample
for the Egyptians and Americans, respectively, in parentheses) include:

Gal/us gallus (chicken) - sample 1 (3.0, 3.4) and sample 8 (3.8, 4.1)

Oryctolagus cuniculus (domestic rabbit) - sample 4 (1.2,2.5) and sample 11 (2.6,
1.9)

Phalacrocorax carbo (Great Cormorant) - sample 9 (2.4, 2.7) and sample 18 (2.0,
2.9)

The ratings for each sample of the repeated taxa did not decline sharply
between samples. The effect of satiation appears to have been minimal, as no
appetizers were offered, and the portion of each sample provided was small. these
findings are particularly relevant in our interpretation of the resuJts of this
experiment. If the mean scores of the repeated species had declined significantly
from the first to second presentation, it would suggest that the participants had
become bored and/or satiated, and the experiment would be of dubious value.
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TABLE 1.-Scores of bird mmts by course for Egyptums and Americans in order of
presentation.

Sample Number and Species

Egyptians
n-5

Mean Range

Americans
n-8

Mean Range

1. Gallus gallus (chicken)

2. PodicqJs crisbltus (Great Crested Grebe)

3. Recurvirostra atJOSdta (Avocet)

4. Oryctolagus cuniculus (domestic rabbit)

5. Ardea cinerm (Gray Heron)

6. Anas acuta (Northern Pintail)

7. LArus fuscus (Lesser Black-backed Gull)

8. Go.llus gallus (chicken)

9. Phalacroconu: carbo (Great Cormorant)

10. Aythya nyP'OOl (White-eyed Duck)

11. Oryctolagus cuniculus (domestic rabbit)

12. UmOSQ limOSQ (Black-tailed Godwit)

13. Phoenicopterus rubtr (Greater flamingo)

14. Anas C1tCCQ (Green-winged Teal)

15. Philornachus pugnax (Ruff)

16. Egretta garutta (Uttle Egret)

17. Porphyrio lX'rphyrio (Purple Gallinule)

18. Phalacrot:Onu carbo (Great Cormorant)

3.0
2.6

2.2

1.2
2.4
1.8
2.8
3.8
2.4
2.4

2.6

2.6

2.4
3.0
2.2
2.2

3.0
2.0

2-5

1-4
1-4
1-2
1-3
1-4
1-5

2-5

1-4
1-4
2-5

2-4
1-4
2-5

1-3
1-3
2-4

1-3

3.4
3.1
2.8
2.5

3.3
3.5

3.4
4.1

2.7

3.6
1.9

3.3
3.8
3.1
3.0
2.3
3.8
2.9

2-4
1-5
2-4
1-4
1-5
3-4

2-5

2-5

1-4
2-5

1-3
2-4
3-5
2-4
1-4
1-4
2-5

1-4

Below are summary statements for each of the species presented to the panel,
comments from the panel on the taste of each sample (E _ Egyptian, A- American),
and information about the palatability of these various taxa as perceived by
different cultures.

Podiceps cristatus (Great Crested Grebe)
Egyptians - mean score 2.6. range 1-4.
Americans - mean score 3.1, range 1-5.
Panel comments: "looks strange, tastes good" (E); "like liver" (A); "good-like
tender beef" (A); and "strong aftertaste. texture like liver" (A).

Opinions mentioned in the literature indicate that the flesh of this species
is regarded generally as poor. Andersson (1872, cited in Cott 1946) considered
it "not very palatable." Pecqueur (1963) noted that these grebes were offered for
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sale in the Paris markets during February 1956, but presumably only (or plumes
because their flesh smells of fish. The range of scores and comments from the
taste panel indicated a mixed appraisal of the palatability of this species.

Phalacrocorax carbo (Great Cormorant)

First Sample:
Egyptians - mean score, 2.4, range 1-4.
Americans - mean score 2.4, range 1-4.
Panel comments on the first sample: "very beefy" (A); "fishy, sandpaper
texture" (A); and "somewhat gamey and hint of liver" (A).

Second Sample:
Egyptians - mean score 2.0. range 1-3.
Americans - mean score 2.9, range 1-4.
Panel comments on the second sample: "sweet, a bit tough" (Al; "OK, but musty
tasting, a little gamey" (A); and "beefy in flavor, with an aftertaste" (A). There
was no comment from the Egyptian panelists for either sample.

The literature includes mixed opinions on the gastronomic quality of this
species. Pecqueur (1963:120) remarked that the few birds brought to the Paris
markets between 1950 and 1962 were most likely sold for plumes and that their
flesh is "tres huileuse a forte odeur de poisson. Pascomestible. "Fitzgibbon (1976)
considered only young Cormorant suitable for the table. for the older birds have
dark and redolent meat. However, the Duke of Bedford (Cott 1946) stated that
its flavor, although musky. is not fishy, and during World War II a poulterer in
Tunbridge WeUs. England. offered this meat. A test panel in Zambia (Colt and
Benson 1969) gave the flesh of the sub-Saharan breeding form fuqubris [-fucidus)
a rating of 7.0 on a scale of 9.0 (excellent) to 2.0 (inedible).

Egrettn garzetta (Little Egret)
Egyptians - mean score 2.2, range 1-3.
Americans - mean score 2.3. range 1-4.
Panel comments: "tastes like crab meat" (E); "very fishy, dry" (A); "tough"
(A); and "good, sort of strange aftertaste" (A).

Egrets (species unspecified) formed part of the third course of Henry TV's
coronation feast in 1399 and were served at a banquet honoring John Stafford's
ordination to the Episcopate in 1425 (Austin 1888). At the feast of Archbishop
Nevil, in the reign of Henry TV (1399~1413), no less than a thousand egrets (species
unspecified) were served (Gurney 1921). A test panel in Zambia gave the meat
of this species a rating of 6.3 on a scale of 9.0 (excellent) to 2.0 (inedible) (Colt
and Benson 1969).

Arden cinerea (Gray Heron)
Egyptians - mean score 2.5. range 1-3.
Americans - mean score 3.3, range 1-5.
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Panel comments: rather mixed and ranged from "very bad" (E); "absolutely
wretched" (A) and "fishy" (A) to "good-beefy flavor" (A) and "very much like
beef"(A).

The opinion on the worth of this species for western European tables has
apparently changed in recorded history (Wheaton 1983). Early positive evalua
tions include: in 1399 this species was served during the coronation feast of
Henry rv (Austin 1888); in the Household Book for 1507 (reign of Henry VII) kept
by the Duke of Buckingham's servants, this species was mentioned several times
in the household provisions (Gage 1834); in 1532 when Henry VUI entertained
the King of France and the Count of Flanders at Calais, the parties consumed
over 440 Gray Herons in four days (Bourne 1981); in 1555 during the ceremonies
of the Serjeants of London's Inner Temple, 36 Gray Herons were served; in 1577
when Queen Elizabeth visited Kirtlige, Cambridgeshire, 28 young birds were
prepared (Gurney 1921); and throughout the 16th century the Lords of the Star
Chamber Court enjoyed herons at their tables (Simon 1952). By the 19th century
the bird seems to have fallen from the favor in the upper class, as MacPherson
(1897) noted that commoners ate adult Gray Herons in all seasons. Simon (1952)
remarked that only birds with unbroken bones should be cooked, since the bones
hold a fishy fluid that contaminates the meat.

Phoenicopterus ruber (Greater Flamingo)
Egyptians - mean score 2.5, range 1-4.
Americans - mean score 3.8, range 3-5.
Panel comments: "very sweet" (A); "very tender, but sour" (A); "curious after
taste" (A); "strong aftertaste" (A); and "very good, interesting aftertaste"(A).
There was no comment from the Egyptian participants.

A. Wilson (in Cott 1945) mentioned "that the flesh of the flamingo is esteemed
pretty good meat and the young thought by some equal that of the partridge."
Blanford (1898) concurred with this opinion and noted that they are excellent
eating when in good condition. Others, however, considered them "flavourless
and stringy" (Cott 1946) and "not very good" (Fitzgibbon 1976). It should be
noted that the flamingo meat served to the panel was from an immature individual
and presumably more tender than the flesh of a typical adult.

Anus crecra (Green-winged Teal)
Egyptians - mean score 3.0, range 2-5.
Americans - mean score 3.1, range 2-4.
Panel comments: ranged widely, from "very good, like 10 r=Aythyu nyroca]" (Al,
"like duck" (E), and "good texture" (A) to "fishy, tough, overcooked" (A) and
"flavor too strong" (A).

The general consensus in the literature is that this species is "greatly esteemed
as an article of food" (Morris and Tegetmeier 1895). Ray (1678) noted, "This Bird
for the delicate taste of its flesh, and the wholsom nourishment it affords the body
doth deservedly challenge the first place among those of its kind. /I In recent times
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(1950-62) Green-winged Teal have bl~en offered for sale in the markets of Paris,
where the meat is considered "delicate" in taste (Pecquew 1%3). It has been
important historically as food in England, where gentry and royalty consumed
it readily. This species was served to the diplomatic parties when Heruy VITI met
with the King of France and the Coun.t of Flanders at Calais in 1532 (Bowne 1981).
Owing the 16th century the Lords of the Star Chamber Court also indulged in
this meat (Simon 1952). As of 1942. it could still be found in the markets of
London (Simon 1952).

Anas acuta (Northern Pintail)
Egyptians - mean score 1.8, range 1-4.
Americans - mean score 3.5, rangE!' 3-4.
Panel comments: "like beef-sweet" (A); "texture like beef, not fishy" (A); "ok-a
little tough, no tang" (A); and "tasteless" (E).

In virtually every published comment obtained on the palatability of this
species the opinion was favorable, except in a few where it was noted as fishy
(see Simon 1952). Yarrell (1843) notl<!d, "This species is one of the best of the
various ducks for the table; the flesh is excellent, and in great esteem." The same
opinion holds generally today in Ewope (Fitzgibbon 1976). However, the Egyptian
participants did not uphold this view of the Northern Pintail, and they gave it
the lowest mean score of all the bird meats sampled, while the Americans scored
it considerably higher.

Aythya nyroca (White.eyed Pochard)
Egyptians - mean score 2.5, range 1-4.
Americans - mean score 3.6, range 2-5.
Panel comments: "pretty good" (A); "sandpaper texture, dry" (A); "very tasty
and very tender" (A); and "beef taste and textwe" (A). There was no comment
from the Egyptian panelists.

A bird seller at Port Said called this species one of the choicest, most suc
culent and widely sought after ducks wintering in the Nile Delta. This opinion
was independently corroborated by other informants from the Nile Delta. Fitz·
gibbon (1976) considered this species particularly good for brazing and pate.
Blanford (1898), in reference to birds obtained in India, considered its meat of
"inferior flavour," and Morris and Tegetmeier (1895) noted at times "it is very
good, but at other times is fishy." In the markets of London, at least during the
first half of the 19th century, White-·eyed Ducks were sold (Yarrell 1843).

Gallus gallus (domestic chicken)

First sample:
Egyptians - mean score 3.0, range 2-5.
Americans - mean score 3.4, range 2-4.
Panel comments on the first sample: "chicken flavor" (A); "chicken?" (E); "not
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bad-a bit tough-tastes like chicken" (A); "a little tough" (A); and "tough, weird
taste" (A).

Second sample:
Egyptians - mean score 3.8, range 2-5.
Americans - mean score 4.1, range 2-5.
Panel comments on the second sample: "definitely domestic" (A), "very good
like very tender, very juicy chicken" (A); "sweet tender" (A); "well-cooked"
(E); and "rubbery" (A).

Millenia of appraisals by countless cultures have established Gallus as the
classic table bird. In Renaissance England it was popular with the royalty, and
in 1532 when Henry vm entertained the King of France and the Count of Flanders
at Calais, 5616 chickens were served to the diplomatic parties in four days (Bourne
1981). Even Red Junglefowl (the wild progenitor of our domestic chicken) are
reported to e very good eating, particularly the young birds (Blanford 1898). Many
members of the panel associated these two anonymously presented samples with
chicken.

Porphyrio porphyrio (Purple Gallinule)
Egyptians - mean sCore 3.0, range 2-4.
Americans - mean score 3.8, range 2-5.
Panel comments: "sweet" (A), "nice taste" (A), and "excellent-tastes as if
sauteed in soya sauce, moist and tender" (A), while others considered it "salty"
(1 E and 1 A), "fishy" (A) and "rubbery" (A).

literature on the palatability of this species is apparently scant. Meinertzhagen
(1930) noted that its flesh is fishy, but not totally unpalatable. Its relatively high
mean score is surprising in view of Meinertzhagen's comments. FitZgibbon (1976),
calling the meat stringy, recommended that Moorhens and Gallinules should be
skinned rather than plucked.

Philomachus pugnax (Ruff)
Egyptians - mean score 2.2, range 1-3.
Americans - mean score 3.0, range 1-4.
Panel comments: ranged from "light in flavor" (A), to "moldy" (A); "strong
aftertaste" (A); and "heavy, tasteless" (A). We received no written commends
from Egyptian panel members.

Shorebirds in general are considered fine fare, and Ruffs "when in good con
dition are excellent eating" (Blanford 1898). In early 17th century England, Rufs
were served to lords (Simon 1952). In the first half of the 19th century (Yarrell
1843), and as recently as 1922 (Simon 1952), this species was brought to English
markets, where it was sold "fatted" or "shot." In Paris markets it was offered
for sale between 1950 and 1962 (Pecqueur 1963), though perhaps for plumes rather
than meat.
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Limosa limosa (Black·tailed Godwit)
Egyptians - mean score 2.6, range 2-4.
Americans - mean score 3.3, range 2-4.
Panel comments: Ita bit sour" (E); "flavor a bit strong'~ (A); and "really beefy
in flavor" (A).

Godwits have received wide acclaim for their gastronomic quality (Fitz
gibbon 1976). Muffet (1655) noted, "but a fat Godwit is SO fine and light meat,
that noblemen, yea, and merchants too, by your leave, stick not to buy them at
four nobles a dozen." In 1567, 22 godwits were served at a wedding in Norfolk,
England, and between 1520-1550 this bird was noted commonly in the provision
accounts of the Ie Strange household, Hunstanon, England (Gurney 1834; Gumey
1921). Blanford (1898) regarded it as especially delicious when fed on grain. A
merchant in Paris offered ten adults for sale in October 1958 (Pecqueur 1%3),
and they could be found in the London market until at least 1922 (Simon 1952).
The name godwit is from the Anglo-Saxon god 'good' and wihta an 'animal,' or
perhaps literally"good eating," which presumably refers to the delicacy of its
meat (Swann 1913).

Recuroirostra arosetta (Avocet)
Egyptians - mean score 2.2, range 1-4.
Americans - mean score 2.8, range 2-4.
Panel comments: varied from "good" (A) and "looks strange tastes good" (E)
to "tough and dry and rather tasteless" (A) and "not much taste" (A).

Little information could be found on the palatability of this species. Anderson
(1872, cited in Cott 1946) considered it "not unpalatable" and Fitzgibbon (1976)
noted that it has a slight fishy flavor. In at least the first half of the 19th century
it was sold in English markets (Yarrelll843) and is still popular in the Poitou region
of France (Fitzgibbon 1976).

Larus fuscus (Lesser Black~backed Gull)
Egyptians - mean score 2.8, range 1-5.
Americans - mean score 3.4, range 2-5.
Panel comments: ranged from "pretty good" (A); "OK-but tough" (A); and
"a little heavy" (A) to "tough, stringy, gamey taste" (A). No comment was
received from Egyptian panel members.

In modem western societies gull is generally considered poor tasting (Fitz
gibbon 1976). However, in Renaissance England this does not appear to have been
the case, for in the early 1400s they were part of the fare served at the wedding
feast of the Earl of Devonshire (Austin 1888), and Henry VlD served gull to the
King of France, the Count of Flanders and their diplomatic parties in 1532 at Calais
(Bourne 1981). Gulls were purchased in the late 16th century for Lords to eat
(Simon 1952). In mid-August 1634, during the visit of Charles I and Queen
Henrietta Maria at Althrop, over six dozen gulls were served (Simpkinson 1860).
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In the 17th century gulls were often captured alive, fattened in captivity and then
consumed (Gurney 1921). Cott (1946) mentioned that a Mr. Hartley informed him
that "though he expected to find the flesh [of Herring Gulls lArus argentatus]
nauseating. this was not the case: 'The breast ... I should describe as tasteless
to faintly gamey.' "

Oryctolaqus cuniculus (domestic rabbit)

First sample:
Egyptians - mean score 1.2, range 1-2.
Americans - mean score 2.5, range 2-4.
Panel comments on the first sample: varied from "good-almost a five" (A);
to "very bad indeed" (E); "rather tasteless-a bit tough" (A) and "very tough,
stringy, rubbery" (Al.

Second sample:
Egyptians - mean score 2.6, range 2-5.
Americans - mean score 1.9, range 1-3.
Panel comments on the second sample: "taste is good, texture gamey" (A) to
"a little better than leather" (A); "rubbery" (A); and "chewy" (E).

This domestic animal is widely consumed in Egypt today and is available in
most of the country's markets. In view of its popularity it was somewhat surpris·
ing that the Egyptian partidpants rated this meat so low. The way the meat was
prepared is different from the standard Egyptian method, which may in part
account for their low scores.

DISCUSSION

From the experimental results, it is clear that the sample sizes are too small
to allow any useful detailed statistical analysis. Summary statistics, however,
reveal several notable intra- and cross-cultural patterns (Table 1). In 17 of the 18
cases the American participants rated the samples higher on average than their
Egyptian counterparts; the exception was the second sample of domestic rabbit.
For several species the differences were particularly marked, for example,
Northern Pintail-3.5 (A) compared to 1.8 (E). Many of the taxa the Americans
rated highly are generally considered unpalatable by their recent cultural tradi
tion. In particular these include grebe, godwit, gull, and gallinule, all of which
receive a higher than average (2.5) mean score. We interpret this as showing that
at least some social prejudices against the consumption of certain animals were
not based on the supposed offensive nature of their meat, but rather only on
cultural attitudes.

It must be pointed out that the meat of any species cannot be presumed to
possess certain constant, unchanging qualities. An individual animal's diet can
influence secondary compounds assimilated into their flesh and some of the sup
posed "offensive" birds noted above may indeed be so when they are eating
certain foods. Individuals of a species may consume different foods during
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different seasons, and thus, the taste of its flesh would vary. The effect of diet
on meat flavor varies interspedfically, even for animals with similar diets.
Further, the fattening of captive animals with raw grain, bread, and/or milk, as
practiced during the Renaissance period of England, would greatly enhance their
flavor.

The reason the Egyptians scored the different meats lower on the mean than
the Americans is not clear. It may simply be the result of the latter group having
more experience with a wider range of foods. This would be particularly true of
Americans in Egypt, who through traveling have been exposed to a greater variety
of foods. It should be noted that one Egyptian participant systematically rated
the meats low, which reduced the mean score of this group. Also, our method
of preparing the meat differed from the typical Egyptian technique for waterbirds
(ducks and geese). Generally these animals are stuffed with grain and nuts,
spiced with onion, pepper and cumin, and roasted (Khalil 1980; pers. obs.). Thus,
it is the combination of spice and the inherent flavor of the meat that gives fowl
such a high gastronomic reputation in Egyptian cuisine. This point may be
exemplified by the Northern Pintail, whose meat is widely sought after by
Egyptian bird market patrons, but which received an extremely low average score
of 1.8 and was considered "tasteless" by the Egyptian panelists. On the other
hand, Americans, particularly of the social class that took part in this experiment,
often eat plainly cooked meat (e.g. steak) devoid of spice, and the taste and con
sistency of the meats presented to the panel may have been more familiar to the
Americans than the Egyptians.

Not only can the quality of a given bird meat vary dramatically between
individual animals, but a culture's perception of a given species' palatability can
change Significantly through time. This is exemplified by the consumption of the
Gray Heron in the British Isles. In the markets of London during the 14th
century a roasted heron was five times more expensive than a leg of pork (Riley
1868). During the Renaissance period this species was eaten by the gentry and
royalty (see species summary above). During this time lords protected and
managed heronries on their lands (Ray 1678) and some ardeids were used in quasi
medicinal ways (Broode 1547). By the early 19th century the gastronome's
opinion of its flesh had changed and Selby (1833) remarked "But indeed the low
estimation in which the flesh of the IGray] Heron is now held, would seem to
be in a great degree the effect of prejudice, or the fashion of taste, as, under
proper treatment and good cookery, the Heron, when fat and in fine condition,
is but little inferior to some of our most approved wild fowl." By the late 19th
century it apparently fell completely out of approval with the upper classes and
was only eaten by the common people (MacPherson 1897). Thus, as described
by Felley~Harnik(1981:10), "It is owing precisely to the complex interrelation
ship of cultural categories that food is commonly one of the principal ways in
which differences among social groups are marked."

With the advent of the Industrial Revolution in western Europe, the subse~

quent advances in animal husbandry (e.g. mass production of chickens), and
increased efficiency in the storage of products and their distribution, the previous
burden of a daily hand~to-mouthexistence was partially relieved. It appears that
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it was dwing this time that many species which had been considered desirable
in the Renaissance period, or at least had been consumed by the gentry and
royalty, fell out of favor. In some cases certain wild birds were taken for sport
a pastime generally available only to the upper class and often at the explicit
exclusion of other classes. An important point is that it was then possible for the
general public to obtain very palatable foods without abandoning nutrition and
presumably those species that were not choice were no longer consumed.
Certainly the ability to choose the meat of one animal over another of equal nutri
tional value, solely on taste, was a new luxury. Thus, as Rea (1981:80) points out
"Taboos are a luxury."

Similar phenomena of changing preferences and perceptions of palatability
may be noted in Egypt. The recent introduction of modem animal farming prac
tices into Egypt (e.g. modem poultry factories), as well as western cultural ideas,
seems to have resulted in a change in the more traditional meats consumed,
particularly in the larger cities. This was presumably accomplished by more
efficient, or at least greater mass production of several domestic animals, and a
network for their distribution. Thus, there has been a shift to domestic animals.
The people consuming wild birds pwchased in the Nile Delta markets are
generally members of the higher Egyptian social classes. The price per unit weight
of meat «( Egyptian/kg meat) of many wild birds for sale in these markets
exceeds that for some domesticated animals. For example, as of the early 1980s
the approximate cost of Little Bittern (lxobrychus minutus) was 3.40 (/kg; Green
winged Teal was 3.57 £ Ikg; Little Crake (Porzana parva) was 4.76 £ Ikg; and Marsh
Sandpiper (Tringa stagnatilis) was 5.23 £/kg (Meininger and Mullie 1981), com
pared to 4.00 £/kg for lamb; 2.20 (/kg for domestic rabbit and 2.85 £/kg for
chicken. The wealthy have the financial liberty of buying domestic animals or
the relatively more expensive wild birds, and in many cases they choose the
latter. The other sector of modem Egyptian society that consumes wild birds is
wildfowlers, who sell the animals to the wealthy, but retain some birds for their
own use.

The wide range of opinion given by the taste-testing panel for some samples
indicates that tremendous variation of opinion exists within each culture on the
palatability of certain species and that cultural opinion is not directly related to
the intrinsic taste quality of meat. Whether the low scores were a function of
neophobia or the actual taste of the meat is difficult to say, but both factors may
have played a role in forming opinions. Fwther, genetically inherited differences
in the assessment of palatability may account for some variation in individual
opinions. Inferences about variation in palatability between cultwes are un
founded, since many different factors determine personal and cultural opinions
of taste.

In the final analysis, it seems misleading to draw cross-cultural inferences
on variations in the perceived edibility of given food items because so many
factors, ecological and cultural as well as personal and collective, influence the
human palate.



GOODMAN & HORBS

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Vol. 10. No. I

We art' grateful to all of the taste-testing panel who were extremely patient and open
minded during the experiment; these people include: Hala Barakat, As-Sayed Ahmed Sultan,
Hamata Ali Sherif, Namy Wassif, En Zain, Renee Friedmann, J. Fred Harlan. DY.ight Reynolds,
Margaret and Cathy Schulenberg. William Scott and Patrick Werr. The bird sellers of Port Said
provided help in obtaining certain species and much useful information. Financial support for
the work in the Nile Delta biT<! markets was provided by The University of Michigan Museum
of l,ook)gy and the National Grographic Society. Kathleen R Moore, Amadeo M. Rea,
Robert W. Storer and Patricia A. Wattenmaker provided useful comments on an earlier
version of this paper.

LITERATURE CnED

AL-QARADAWI, Y. 1985. The lawful and
the prohibited in Islam. Shorouk,
London.

AU, Y.A., translator. 1983. The Holy Koran.
Amana, Brentwood. Maryland.

AUSTIN. T. 1888. Two fifteenth<entury
cookery-books. Stephan Austin and
Sons, Hertford.

BLANFORD, W.T. 1898. The fauna of British
India·Birds. Vol. IV. Taylor and Francis,
London.

BOORDE, A. 1567. A dyetary of healthe.
London.

BOURNE, W.R.P. 1981. The birds and ani
mals consumed when Henry vm enter
tained the King of France and the Count
of Flanders at Calais in 1532. Arch.
Nat. Hist. 10(2):331-333.

CARNEIRO, R.t. 1978. Comments (on Ross
article (see belowll. Current Anthro
pology 19(1):19-20.

COTT, H.B. 1945. Fair fowl and foul fare.
Wine and Food 48:198-204.

_____. 1946. The edibility of birds:
illustrated by five years' experiments
and observations (1941-1946) on the food
preferences of the hornet, cat and man;
and considered with special reference
to the theories of adaptive coloration.
Proc. Zoo!. Soc. London 116:371-524.

----,--"7C and e.W. BENSON. 1969. The
palatability of birds, mainly based upon
observations of a tasting panel in Zambia.
Ostrich Suppl. 8:357-384.

DEBOER, W.K 1987. You are what you
don't eat: yet another look at food
taboos in Amazonia. pp. 45-54. In Ethni
city and culture. (R. Auger, M.F. Glass,
S. MacEachern and P.H. McCartney,
eds.), Univ. Calgary Archaeological
Association, Calgary.

FEElB'-HARNIJ<. G. 1981. The Lord's table;
Eucharist and Passover in early Chris
tianity. Univ. Pennsylvania Press,
Philadelphia.

FnzGffiBO , T. 1976. The food of the
.....estern world. Quadrangle Books, New
York.

GAGE, J. 1834. [letter to the Secretary).
Archaeologia 25:311-341.

GORDON, B.M. 1983. Why we choose the
foods we do. Nutrition Today (MarchI
April):17-24.

GURJ\'EY, D. 1834. ElI:traets from the house
hold and privy purse accounts of the
lestranges of Hunstanton, from A.D.
1519 to A.D. 1578. Archarologia 25:
411-569.

GURNEY, J.H. 1921. Early annals of orni
thology. H.F. &- G. Witherby, London.

KHALIL, N.E. 1980. Egyptian cuisine.
Worldwide GraphicS, Washington, D.e.

MACPHERSON, H.A. 1897. A history of
fowling. David Douglas, Edinburgh.

McDONALD, DAVID R. 1977. Food Taboos:
A Primitive Environmental Protection
Agency;. Anthropos 72:734-748.

MEINERTZHAGEN, R. 1930. Nicoll's birds
of Egypt. 2 vols. Hugh Rees, London.

MEININGER, P.L. and W.e. MULUE. 1981.
The significance of Egyptian wetlands
for wintering birds. Holy Land Conser
vation Fund, New York.

MORRIS, B.R. and W.B. TEGETMEIER.
1895. British game birds and wildfowl.
2 vols. J.e. Nimmo, London.

MUFFET, T. 1655. Healths improvement: or
rules comprising and discovering the
nature, method and manner of prepar
ing all sorts of food. London.

MULLlE, W.e. 1989. Bird hunting in Egypt.
Pp. 75-95. In The birds of Egypt (S.M.



Summer 1990 JOURNAL OF ETHNOBIOLOGY

LITERATURE CITED (continued)

57

Goodman and P.L. Meininger, eds.),
Oxford Univ. Press, Oxford.

PECQUEUR, M. 1%3. Enquete sur la vente
des oiseaux aux Hailes centrales de
Paris de 1950 a 1%2. L'Oiseau et R.F.O.
33:111-126.

RAY, J. 1678. The ornithology of Francis
Willughby. A.c. for J. Martyn, London.

REA, A.M. 1981. Resource utilization and
food taboos of Sonoran Desert peoples.
J. EthnobioL 1(1):69-83.

RILEY, H.T. 1868. Memorials of London
and London life. Longmans, Green and
Co., London.

ROSS, £.B. 1978. Food taboos, diet, and
hunting strategy: the adaptation to
animals in Amazon cultural ecology.
Current Anthropology 19(1):1.16.

SELBY, P.J. 1833. Illustrations of British
ornithology. Vol. II. Waterbirds. W.H.
Lizars, Edinburgh.

SIMON, A.L. 1952. A concise encyclopaedia
of gastronomy. Collins, London.

SIMOON5, F.J. 1%1. Eat not this flesh:
food avoidances in the Old World.
Univ. Wisconsin Press, Madison.

SIMPKINSON, J.N. 1860. The Washingtons.
Longmen, Green, Longman, and
Roberts, London.

SWANN, H.K. 1913. A dictionary of English
and folk-names of British birds. Wither
by & Co., London.

WHEATON, B.K. 1983. Savoring the past.
Univ. Pennsylvania Press.

YARRELL, W. 1843. A history of British
birds. 3 vols. John van Voorst, London.

BOOK REVIEW

Prehistoric Hunter-Gatherers: The Emergence of Cultural Complexity. T. Douglas
Price & James A. Brown, ed.s. Studies in Archaeology. New York: Academic
Press, 1985. pp. xvii. 450. n.p. (hardcover).

The subtitle of this book is more accurate and indicative of content than the
main title. This is not a book about hunting and gathering. Rather, it is a book
about increasing complexity in the socio-economic and belief systems of prehistoric
groups who may be classified as hunter-gatherers because they putatively
depended largely on wild resources for their subsistence. Because it does not focus
on subsistence systems themselves, readers primarily interested in the relation·
ships between specific animal or vegetable resources and human cultures are likely
to be disappointed. Most of the studies do not even consider the relative impor
tance of animals, vegetables, and fish in the diet, let along the particular species
exploited, the technologies involved in their exploitation, or the balance between
calories received and energy expended in particular subsistence pursuits. What
they do instead is concentrate on what hunters and gatherers do when they are
not busy hunting and gathering. The results are stimulating and theoretically
interesting for our total understanding of hunting-gathering lifestyles, and of the
sources of cultural change and complexity.

The book grew out of a symposium on "Complexity among Prehistoric
Hunter-Gatherers" at the Xith International Congress of Anthropological and
Ethnological Sciences in Vancouver, Be, in 1983. Additional essays and discus
sions were included in the final volume. The purpose of the symposium and book
are clearly set forth by the editors in the Preface (p. xiii):
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