Fill My Cup: A brief history of coffee

Coffee, the elixir of life, the mysterious force that sharpens the mind and energizes the body.   Hot or cold, black or with cream, sugared or spiced it is still one of the most quaffed beverages in the world, and all of it thanks to a legendary goatherd named Kaldi from Ethopia or Arabia some time around 850AD.  The story goes that Kaldi observed his goats acting quite frisky after eating berries from a bush.  Kaldi decided to try this for himself and found the effect to be quite pleasant.

The familiar black or brown oily beans that we associate with coffee making today are a rather long way from how it was originally ingested.  For centuries, the unroasted beans of the coffee plant were chewed raw.  Raw coffee beans are green and bitter, and not nearly as pleasant tasting as one would wish.  Not to mention that you don’t get that delightful aroma that roasting and brewing lends to them, but it does provide the desired buzz.

In about 1100AD, the Arabs first roast and boiled the coffee beans, making “qahwa” (what we now would recognize as coffee).  The technique of roasting was actually frying the beans in an iron roaster.  This method does produce a nicely roasted bean as it does seal in a bit more moisture than other roasting techniques.  However, the margin of error in using the frying method is very narrow and you can easily ruin an entire batch of raw coffee beans in a matter of minutes.  There is also less consistency between batches than with other techniques.

The appearance of the public coffeehouse also contributed to coffee’s popularity and prevalence.  The Arabs called these public coffeehouses “qahveh khaneh”, and much like the coffeehouses of today they became the social centers of the Arabian Peninsula.  Very soon, stories of these coffeehouses were told in the native countries of traders, explorers, and religious pilgrims that experienced them, and the word spread about this wonderful beverage.

Coffeehouses were not only where this delightful beverage was drunk, gossip was told, music was played, and dancers were appreciated, but also where affairs of state were argued.  In fact, Sultan Amurat III, felt that there was so much talk about the matter of his accession (by murdering all of his brothers) that he closed down the coffeehouses and had the proprietors tortured.  When the coffeehouses were reopened under Mahomet IV, he left the governing to one of his favorites, who also was unhappy with the discussions at coffeehouses and had his least favorite coffeehouses razed to the ground and its more conspicuous customers thrown into the Bosphorus after having them sewn into leather sacks.  These measures did not stop coffee drinking, nor did it slow down the wagging tongues of the frequenters of such establishments.  It simply was the beginning of a fine tradition of the coffeehouse as center of political unrest.

In 1475, Coffee is introduced to Constantinople by the Ottoman Turks.  This provides a highly visible arena for coffee, and its popularity spreads into Europe.  According to Mark Schapiro’s article in the Utne Reader, during this same period of time “Turkish law makes it legal for a woman to divorce her husband if he fail to provide her with her daily quota of coffee”.

Coffee finally was introduced to the West in 1600 via Italian traders.  Because of its popularity in Muslim countries, Pope Vincent III was encouraged by his advisors to outlaw the drink as being part of the Infidel threat.  Fortunately, Pope Vincent chose to taste it before declaring it unfit for Christians.  He liked it so much, he baptized it, saying, "coffee is so delicious it would be a pity to let the infidels have exclusive use of it."  This rousing recommendation helped to further coffee’s popularity in Europe.  Shortly after this, in 1607, Captain John Smith introduces coffee to the New World at his settlement at Jamestown.

Today, coffee is consumed all over the world, in many forms and with many different ways of serving it.  All of it because one particularly observant and adventurous goatherd wanted to find out why his goats were so perky.
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